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Introduction

Water is an alien element to humans, as a drowning victim well knows. Water is essential to all life
on earth, yet it has the power to destroy most terrestrial flora and fauna. In small amounts, it is life-
giving. In the form of oceans, rivers, and glaciers it has the power to tear, gouge, and heave the earth
in spasms of creative destruction. Water is the dominant feature of the earth. To use it, understand it,
to attempt control over it has been at the core of the development of human civilization. People live
today on all of the earth’s great land masses because of their success in navigating the sea. Yet the water
is always an element of latent danger. Step from the warm sand of a beach into cool water or from the
solid surface of a wharf and on to the heaving deck of a ship and you have entered the cold embrace
of an elemental power. Joseph Conrad understood the existential nature of the human relationship
with water when he wrote “to the destructive element submit yourself, and with the exertions of your
hands and feet in the water make the deep, deep sea keep you up.” That quotation from Conrad’s epic
novel Lord Jim encapsulates maritime history, the story of our struggle to live and work in the world
of water.!

This context study was written far from the ocean in the heart of a continent yet on the shore
of a vast inland sea. The City of Chicago stretches for miles away from Lake Michigan with most
of its residents living out of its sight, unthinkingly taking life from its waters piped mysteriously to
their faucet. Tap water is tamed of its destructive power, processed and filtered of impurities. The
raw nature of the Great Lakes of North America only becomes apparent to those who walk its wave
washed shores or better still attempt to sail its dark waters. Only a few feet from the metropolis,
with all if its urbane comforts, is a wilderness of beauty, adventure, and menace. More than three-
hundred years after the first ship’s crew went shrieking to their deaths beneath its waves, more than
ten-thousand years since the first Paleo-Indian canoe was launched, the Great Lakes are a vast expanse
of untamed primal energy, a domain alien to terrestrial life. This context study is about the people and
the technologies that have made it possible to use the wilderness of North America’s inland seas for
commerce, communication, and recreation.

In some ways this, is an environmental history since its focus is on the way North Americans
attempted to settle a watery wilderness. While the Great Lakes remain wild, the development of charts,
lighthouses, buoys, improved channels, locks, harbors, and cities were all attempts to domesticate
these great inland seas. Those features are as much a part of the process of “settlement” as such
well-recognized markers of terrestrial development as roads, farms, factories, and towns. Yet while

most environmental history places nature as the main narrative actor this study looks instead at the
1 Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim, (New York: McClure, Phillips, & Company, 1900), 199.
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technologies developed to harness the lakes to first build a region, then a nation, and eventually to
impact the world.

The Great Lakes, some 90,000 square miles of open water shape a distinct region of the continent,
although that region has received considerably less attention from scholars than other regions, such as
New England, French Canada, the Deep South, Great Plains, or the Desert and Mountain West. Yet the
communities that line its shores and are grouped into parts of eight American states and the Canadian
province of Ontario share a common history of using, abusing, loving, and living with vast lacustrine
resource. The people and communities of the region share experiences and an economy across a
basin that extends 690-miles from north to south and 860-miles from west to east. In adapting to this
incomparable natural resource, they have creatively borrowed from the technologies that humanity
has developed to make the oceans of the world highways of commerce and avenues of empire. From
ship design to lighthouses to maritime engineering and navigational techniques, the lakes followed
the lessons learned on saltwater. However, the people of the inland sea have also been inventive in
adapting their lives to the broad blue water horizon that extends from their shores. A folklore rich
in weather and navigational collective knowledge developed among the sailors and fishermen and
was passed on in stories, songs, and notations on charts. The lake marine pioneered an impressive
range of innovations that subsequently were adopted on the oceans of the world. More striking were
the unique adaptations that were required to effect commerce on the closed but nonetheless often
tempestuous waters of the inland seas, from the birch bark canoe of the Anishinaabeg, to Mackinac
boats and fish tugs, to the clipper schooners of William Wallace Bates and the whaleback freighters of
Alexander McDougall, the lighthouses of Orlando Poe, and the inventive artificial harbors designed by
generations of army engineers. While this rich history is preserved in a handful of maritime museums
in the region, traditional historiography has regarded the Great Lakes as blank spaces between
Midwestern states, an empty void amid the terrestrial cities, farms, and factories. This report argues
that it is only by including the maritime dimension to regional history that role of the heartland in
continental history can be properly understood. 2

The navigational needs of this lacustrine region significantly shaped the history of the United States.
Canals and urban development in the region laid the foundation for the creation of a national market
and a dynamic capitalist economy. Tensions over appropriations needed for the safe navigation of the
Great Lakes exasperated relations between sections of the country and ensured that the communities
along the inland sea would be the strongest supporters of the Union cause during the Civil War. The
boom in Great Lakes development that followed that conflict fueled the industrialization of the nation.
The mines, mills, and factories of the region were the arsenal of democracy through World and Cold

War conflicts. The light towers, lighthouses and light stations, harbor works, and ship museums left

2 For a broad survey of the role of maritime history in United States development see: Benjamin W. Labaree, William M, Fowler, Jr., John B. Hattendorf,
Jeftrey J. Safford, Edward W. Sloan, and Andrew W. German, America and the Sea: A Maritime History (Mystic, Conn.: Mystic Seaport, 1998);
Anishinaabeg is the collective name for the Odawa, Potawatomi, and Ojibwe Indian peoples of the Great Lakes region who share a similar language and
traditions and are known as the “Three Fires Confederacy”



by this history are the tangible reminders of a dynamic and unique regional history and the critical
role it played in American life.

Nothing better symbolizes the drama of humanity’s ambivalent embrace of the water than a
lighthouse’ on a storm-washed shore. As of 2013 the Great Lakes were home to more than 400standing
lighthouses, 262 on the U.S. side and 151 on the Canadian side with almost 90 percent being active
aids to navigation. For centuries a lighthouse was for the mariner a wayfaring marker, a beacon
marking dangerous shoals, and a reminder that, when shipboard, land can be as much a danger as
water. To the literary imagination, the lighthouse is a symbol of hope, an unwavering tower standing
strong amid the gales of life. Something about the setting of a lighthouse on rocky shores or isolated
islands against the backdrop of a watery horizon captures the artistic imagination. The overwhelming
majority of books published about lighthouses are first and foremost collections of carefully composed
photographs of isolated navigation aids. To the classical economist, lighthouses are a sterling example
of a public good that can only be provided by government and without which private enterprise risks
wreck and ruin. Yet even as the utility of lighthouses has been eclipsed by newer technologies there
remains a strong desire for both government and the private sector to continue to bear the mounting
costs of maintaining these structures. It is as if to lose a lighthouse a community would be severed
from its connection to its maritime past.*

Itis therole of the lighthouse and light station, related navigational aids, and maritime improvements
in the development of the United States heartland that is at the core of this narrative. It is a history
that tacks away from a dangerous shoal of American exceptionalism that exalts individualism and free
enterprise economics at the expense of government. Individuals, no matter how daring or rugged,
do not sail ships, it takes a crew pulling together to raise sail and stand watch. Similarly, ship owners
or vessel masters do not build harbors, erect and maintain lighthouses, or chart the waterways. Such
indispensable maritime infrastructure require more capital and on-going vigilance than even far-
sighted capitalists can muster. A lighthouse is a symbol of a commitment to the common good. The
establishment of a distinctive maritime province in the heart of North America occurred because of
government action. From the building of the first lighthouses and harbors in the early nineteenth
century, to the development of radar during World War II, to the maintenance of Global Positioning
satellites and relay stations, it has taken the collective and cooperative action of the people of North
America through their governments to “settle” the inland seas frontier. It is no accident of timing
that while faith in the efficacy of government has ebbed in both the United States and Canada, the
continued existence of lighthouses on the lakes as well as the continental coastline has been threatened.
In the twenty-first century national governments, which once took pride in their network of light

towers, are in the process of abandoning them as redundant. In many cases private and municipal

3 For the purposes of this narrative, the term “lighthouse” will be used as a general term, although such aids to navigation can be distinguished between
light towers that lack residential space; and lighthouses, wherein light keepers resided.

4 Samuelson, Paul A. “The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure” Review of Economics and Statistics 36, No. 4 (November 1954): 387-89.



intervention has saved historic lighthouses. The United States and Canada who share such a rich
legacy of cooperation and conflict across the Great Lakes today jointly face the challenge of assessing
and saving the tangible heritage of the inland seas. Like a ship laboring in heavy seas those who care

for that heritage look anxiously for a beam of light and a safe harbor.



CHAPTER 1
Wilderness Waters

In August of 1679 a small ship sustained by a stift southerly breeze scudded across the dark green
waters of Lake Huron. The ship was the Le Griffon, the first ship ever to sail on the upper Great Lakes
of North America. She was on her maiden voyage and piloted by “Luke the Dane,” an arrogant mariner
who had scant respect for the waters that earlier French explorers had named “La Mer Douce”—the
Sweet Sea because of its lack of salt. Although he had never been on the lakes before, he kept Le Griffon
under sail through the night, blindly plowing on into the unknown darkness. Near midnight the
sound of crashing waves revealed “a great Point which jutted into the lake” The pilot had to quickly
alter his course and only just succeeded in clearing the point when the little ship was hit by “a furious
gale” Le Griffon was so buffeted by the wind and waves that all sails had to be close-reefed while the
pilot desperately scanned the horizon for any sign of a safe anchorage. Through the night and into the
following day the vessel was in distress. More than thirty disheartened men were aboard. Rene Robert
Cavalier, Sieur de La Salle, who commissioned Le Griffon announced that their fate was now in God’s
hands and bade his priest to lead them all in prayers. La Salle dedicated his to St. Anthony of Padua,
the patron saint of the lost. Luke the pilot refused to join the prayers and cursed La Salle for bringing
him to “a nasty freshwater lake to die, whereas he had lived long and happy navigating the ocean.”

Perhaps their prayers were answered because the gale abated and Le Griffon was able to complete its
journey safely to Lake Michigan. This first European voyage on the upper Great Lakes revealed much
about the difficulty of navigating the little known waters of the inland seas that lie at the heart of the
continent. These first European navigators had no knowledge of the of the wind and weather patterns.
They had no charts to reveal the shape of the shoreline let alone the location of shoals. Prayer and
an act of contrition was the closest thing they had to a navigational aid. Through divine intervention
or, perhaps just dumb luck, La Salle and his men safely concluded their journey. Unfortunately, Le
Griffon’s pilot learned no lessons. He did not respect “La Mer Douce” and on the return journey he
ignored the gale warnings provided by Indian canoeists and he promptly sailed the ship into a watery
grave.®

When Le Griffon was lost, the lakes took into their depth the lives of six men and thousands of

dollars’ worth of property. The purpose of the ever more sophisticated systems of navigational aids that

5 Louis Hennepin, A Description of Louisiana, translated by John G. Shea (New York: John G. Shea, 1880), 95-96; Don Bamford, Freshwater Heritage: A
History of Sail on the Great Lakes, 1670-1918 (Toronto: Natural Heritage Books, 2007), 23.

6 Louis Hennepin, A Description of Louisiana, 95-96. There is some debate whether there had actually been a couple of smaller earlier vessels than Le
Griffon ; but there is no doubt that Le Griffon was the first named vessel on the Great Lakes, the first to travel from one lake to the next, and the first to
be designed and dedicated to commerce.



followed in the wake of this and other early shipwrecks has been to prevent the loss of life and property.
It is a task that the early whale oil lamp beacons, Fresnel lens topped lighthouses, channel markers, and
even modern radio beams and satellite-guided navigation systems can only imperfectly carry out. The
deep and broad waters of the Great Lakes may be an inviting place for recreational boaters and beach
lovers, they certainly are a critical medium for cheaply transporting bulk commodities, but they have
always been and will ever remain alien to terrestrial life. Every year skilled mariners and experienced
fishermen die in its waters—victims of wind, waves, fog, water spouts, shoals, ill fortune, and hubris.
The history of the development of navigational aids on the Great Lakes is the story of how the United
States Government has tried to modify the risks inherent in utilizing these wild, unpredictable waters.
This story is intricately linked to the development of the North American heartland, the history of

maritime technology, national economic and political history.

American Indian Navigation on the Lakes

Traditionally, there were two basic types of navigation. Celestial navigation relies upon the observation
of heavenly objects—the sun, moon, and stars—to determine ones’ position on the earth. This was a
method of way-finding critical to mariners who sailed out of the sight of land and it was perfected over
the centuries, from the ancient Greeks and Polynesians to the perfection of longitude in the eighteenth
century. Celestial navigation was not widely practiced on the Great Lakes because of their enclosed
nature. Ships were rarely long out of the site of land. Therefore, for most of its history mariners on
the Great Lakes relied upon what is known as Geo-navigation (also known as coastal piloting or dead
reckoning). Simply put, the sailor relies upon geographic features to determine their position. This
has always been the most common type of navigation as it relies upon knowledge of the waters that
are being traversed more than an ability to take readings of the stars or sun. Historically lighthouses
developed as aids to geo-navigation. They were man-made features designed to enhance a mariner’s
ability to locate their geographic position.”

The first people to navigate the Great Lakes were American Indians and they relied upon geo-
navigation. Even before the lakes reached their current shape and size and they were still the youthful
creations of the departing glaciers, men and women built watercraft and used the lakes to journey
to distant parts. Dugout canoes were undoubtedly the first watercraft in the region. All around the
world this type of vessel played an early and important role in allowing societies to become exploiters
of the waterways. These canoes could be crudely hacked out of tree trunks, but it did not take long
for experience and craftsmanship to assert itself and more seaworthy dugouts were developed. As a
tree was being hewn into shape, the builders would soak the interior in hot water to make the wood
more pliable. Thwarts made of stout hardwood would then be wedged into the hull forcing the sides

apart and creating greater width in the middle and giving the vessel both greater carrying capacity

7 Nathaniel Bowditch, American Practical Navigator: An Epitome of Navigation and Nautical Astronomy, revised edition (Washington, D.C.: United States
12 Government Printing Office, 1939), 19



and enhanced stability. Attachments to the bow and or stern allowed for creative decoration but also
served the important purpose of helping to break waves and deflect them away from the canoe.?

The earliest evidence of a watercraft in the Great Lakes region is a dugout canoe recovered in Ohio
that dates from only 1,500 BC. Yet it is likely that even Paleo-Indian peoples, who came to the region
more than 10,000 years before, at a time when the lakes were still covered by ice sheets, had knowledge
of watercraft. Archaic period (8,000-1,000 BC) Indians used canoes to travel long distances. Recent
excavations of Archaic-period sites on Isle Royale indicate that related cultures felt confident enough
to journey to the shores of Lake Superior to mine copper ore and even to regularly venture across
broad stretches of open water.’

Indigenous America’s enduring contribution to the region’s maritime history was the development
of the birch-bark canoe. When, where, and how this craft was developed is lost to both archaeology
and history. It may have been an off-shoot of the skin covered boat that enjoyed limited prehistoric use
in the Great Lakes area. The bark canoe featured a cedar frame covered by large strips of paper birch
bark sown together with spruce tree roots and sealed with pitch. Where birch bark was not available
elm bark was sometimes used. The success of the design was its lightweight yet durable character that
bore wind and waves well on open water and was highly maneuverable in swift flowing rivers. It was
a craft that opened the entire Great Lakes basin—even its most remote islands to Indigenous peoples.
Birch-bark canoe journeys of thousands of miles for hunting, warfare, and trade became common. The
canoe greatly expanded the geographic range of an Indigenous family’s seasonal round of economic
activity. Andrew J. Blackbird, who was among the last generation of Anishinaabeg (Odawa) people to
grow up in what was still a fairly traditional lifestyle, described his family’s long Great Lakes journeys.
“In navigating Lake Michigan they used long bark canoes in which they carried whole families and
enough provisions...In one day they could sail a long distance along the coast of Lake Michigan.” At
night they would put up wigwams made from poles and woven mats that were carried in the canoe.
Some families would travel completely down the lake shore from the Straits of Mackinaw as far as the
site of Chicago."

There is a tendency among scholars of early navigation on the lakes to discount the possibility that
Indigenous people occasionally made use of wind power to drive their canoes. It is true that we have
no physical artifact evidence of Indigenous sails, but that is hardly surprising since there is little such
evidence for the existence of canoes. Louis Hennepin, the Recollect priest who accompanied La Salle
on Le Griffon, however, offers strong evidence for the aboriginal use of sails. In his account of his North

American adventures, Hennepin wrote, “when the wind is favorable, they are expedite to a Miracle,

8 Kimberly Monk, “The Development of Aboriginal Watercraft in the Great Lakes Region,” Totem: The University of Western Ontario Journal of
Anthropology, Vol. 7, No. 1 (1999), 71-77 ; for more on canoe types see: Edwin Tappan Adney, Howard I. Chappelle, The Bark Canoes and Skin Boats of
North America, (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 1964).

9 Monk, “The Development of Aboriginal Watercraft,” 71-77; Caven Clark, “Archaeological Survey and Testing, Isle Royale National Park, 1987-1990
Seasons” Edited by E.A. Calabrese. Midwest Archaeological Center Occasional Studies in Anthropology, No. 32, 1995.

10 Andrew ] . Blackbird, A History of the Ottawa and Chippewa People (Ypsilanti, Mich.: Ypsilantian Job Printing House, 1887), 32-33.



for they then make use of little Sails made of the same Bark, but thinner than that of the Canoes.”
Hennepin was in the region early enough that much of traditional Indigenous lifeways remained
intact. If Indigenous people had learned to use a sail from the Europeans, they had access to cloth to
make a sail in the European manner. Instead, Hennepin describes the Indigenous people using thin
sheets of bark as their sail which likely indicates the continuation of pre-Columbian practice. Peoples
all over the world learned on their own to harness the winds by means of a sail, among them were the
Indigenous people of the Great Lakes region.'!

There were few navigational aids available to Indigenous mariners. They relied on dead reckoning
for planning their course and intimate knowledge of the shore line to make their way. Place names
given to coastal features, to which stories would often be attached, helped to keep alive knowledge of
coastal features. For example, the Anishinaabeg legend behind the naming of Sleeping Bear Dunes
accounts for the prominent headland and the two islands, North and South Manitou that help form
the Manitou Passage. In the story a raging forest fire on the Wisconsin shore drove a mother bear and
her two cubs into the lake. As they swam to the safety of the Michigan shore, the two cubs became tired
and drowned. The Great Spirit Manitou then created the great dune in memory of the grieving mother
bear and made North and South Manitou Islands to mark were the two cubs perished. Place names
contained key navigational information. The missionary priest Father Frederic Baraga recorded that
the Anishinaabeg (Ojibwe) told him the name for Keweenaw meant “The place where they traverse
a point of land by foot.” In contrast the name for the point of land near De Tour, Michigan, was the
“point which we go around in a canoe”?

The Anishinaabeg had a detailed knowledge of the night sky, although it is unclear if this knowledge
was applied for navigation purposes. They certainly knew of the North Star and noted that it did not
set below the horizon. Like the ancient Greeks they noted constellations, and traditions developed that
explained their presence and preserved cultural information. The Anishinaabeg (Ojibwe) constellation
Gaadidnaway represented Mishipeshu, the great, malevolent spirit panther with serpentine features
that dwelled at the bottom of the Great Lakes. The constellation rises in the winter sky and is overhead
Lake Superior in spring. Traditionally, this was a sign that it was time to relocate from winter hunting
camps to the sugar bush as well as to warn travelers not to trust the melting ice on the lakes."

Like the men aboard Le Griffon Indigenous people regarded spiritual intercession as an important
part of prudent navigation. The sprinkling of tobacco upon the water before embarking on a journey
was regarded as a gesture of respect to the Manitous that lurked beneath the waves. A more serious

offering would be the sacrifice of a dog. Seventeenth-century missionary to the Anishinaabeg (Odawa)

11 Historians who discount aboriginal use of sails include Bamford, Freshwater Heritage, .3-4 and Edwin Adney and Howard Chapelle, Bark Canoes and
Skin Boats of North America (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 1964), 10. For Hennepin quotation see, A New Discovery of a Vast Country in
North America, edited by Ruben Gold Thwaites, (Chicago: McClurg, 1903), 37.

12 Virgil Vogel, Indian Place Names in Michigan (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1986), 134-36.

13 Annette S. Lee, William Wilson, Jeff Tibbetts, Carl Gawboy, Ojibwe Giizhig Anang Masinaa’igan, Ojibwe Sky Star Map Constellation Guidebook: An
14 Introduction to Ojibwe Star Knowledge (North Rocks, Calif.: Lightning Source-Ingram Spark, 2014), 1-10.



Claude Allouez, S.J., reported that “[d]uring storms or tempests, they sacrifice a dog, throwing it
into the Lake. “That is to appease thee, they say to the latter; ‘keep quiet.” Anishinaabeg (Ojibwe)
embarking from Grand Portage onto Lake Superior placed offerings at the foot of Manido Gee-shi-
gance, or Spirit Little Cedar, a gnarled tree standing alone at the tip of the point. In 1794 John Tanner
was part of a ten canoe flotilla that embarked on a Lake Superior traverse. After paddling out several
hundred yards, they stopped and spread tobacco on the water while the leader said this prayer to the
Great Spirit: “You have made this lake, and you have made us, your children; you can now cause that
the water shall remain smooth, while we pass over in safety” The old chief then sang a “religious song”
while they made the crossing. In Anishinaabeg (Ojibwe and Odawa) oral tradition, the lakes were
the haunt of powerful creatures that controlled the motion of the water. One of the most popular oral
traditions of the Anishinaabeg (the Ojibwe and Odawa) cultural hero Nanabozho told of his attempt
to kill a great serpent that dwelled in the lakes. In an act of revenge the serpent then sent a great
flood that inundated all the land. Fortunately, Nanabozho was able to reconstitute the land. Another
oral tradition told of Mishipeshu and its perpetual battle with the Manitous of the sky, the revered
Thunderbirds. Mishipeshu would sometimes reveal himself in the form of a sudden fog or violent
storm upon the lakes. Pictographs of Mishipeshu have been found upon the rock walls of several lakes
most famously at Agawa Bay on the north shore of Lake Superior. Such art work may have originated
as a warning to other travelers or as an attempt to appease the lake monster. These traditions all serve
to underscore that the Anishnaabeg saw the Great Lakes as a living entity with which humans had a

relationship that could at least in part be managed through ritual respect and negotiation.'*

Fur Trade Canoes

The Iroquoian and Anishinaabeg peoples of the Great Lakes shared their knowledge of the inland
waterways and canoe navigation with the first Europeans who entered the region. It was only by
adopting the technology and methods of the Indians that first the French and later the English were
able to reach and exploit the resources of the inland seas. The canoe was the key to early European
trade on the Great Lakes, yet few of the white men ever developed the skills necessary to build their
own vessels. Most canoes used in the fur trade were made by Indian men and women. The same was
true of the snowshoes and toboggans needed for winter travel. One of the route finding techniques
that the fur trade voyageurs adopted from the Indigenous people in the Great Lakes region was the
use of lob trees. Lob trees were usually prominent pine trees that were located near the site of portages
or channels that might otherwise be hard to locate. A nimble voyageur would climb the tree and lob
off its middle branches making the crown of the tree standout and serve as way-finding device. Lob

trees were sometimes named in honor of individuals and their names would be carved upon a lower
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portion of the trunk."

Fur traders would mostly navigate the Great Lakes via canoes. During the eighteenth century a
particular type of vessel known as a canot du maitre, or master’s canoe, was developed to meet the
particular needs of the traders. These birch-bark craft were usually thirty-six feet long and up to six
feet wide at their midsection. It could weigh up to six-hundred pounds when wet, but it was capable
of carrying three tons of cargo. Fur traders heading west from Montreal followed interior rivers west
until they reached Lake Huron and thence to Michilmackinac where they discharged their cargoes,
or continued further west to the depot at Grand Portage on Lake Superior. Traders operating out
of Albany, New York, used the Hudson-Mohawk River route to Lake Erie and then paddled west
along the south shore of Lake Erie to Detroit. Canot du maitre usually went west in groups known as
brigades of between three and six canoes. The lead canoe would have a guide who was an expert in
knowledge of the terrain and hazards to be encountered on the way. Voyageurs paddled from before
dawn to dusk, taking a break every hour or so for a short rest at which time the canoe men inevitably
brought out their clay pipes for a short smoke. When measuring the distance between places, fur
traders often use the number of pipe breaks from one point to another. One “pipe” was figured to
be between ten and twelve miles. Canoe guides had in their head a mental map of the Great Lakes
in which the distance from an island to a bay, from a good camping place, to a portage would be

measured by the number of “pipes.”'¢

Imperial Rivalries and Navigation

By the 1670s decked sailing ships like Le Griffon were built on the lakes to help facilitate the fur trade
and to project the military power of Frances colony on the St. Lawrence River. In the middle of the
eighteenth century the French had a virtual flotilla on Lake Ontario with four schooner-rigged ships
each armed with brass cannon. Sometime before 1735 the French also built the first ship to sail on
Lake Superior. The vessel was built about seven miles above the falls at Sault Ste. Marie and it has
been described as a barque, meaning it had at least two masts, one of which was rigged with a square
sail. This ship appears to have been in use for many years thereafter. Although the French devoted
time and precious resources to outfitting a small number of Great Lakes vessels and they produced
several accurate general maps of the lakes, they made no attempt to chart the inland seas or to develop
navigational aids. Canoes continued to be the dominant commercial vessels on the lakes. On the eve
of their expulsion from the region, the commander of Fort Niagara complained that his countrymen
had never even circumnavigated Lake Erie let alone made “bearings of its shores, the depths of its

bays, and the anchorages that occur...”"’
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In 1760 the British Empire completed its conquest of New France and began a regime that would
see an expansion of commercial exploitation of the lakes and the first steps to create navigational aids
on the Great Lakes. Within a year they had two vessels—the schooner Huron and the sloop Beaver—
built for duty on Lake Erie and the upper lakes. In the decade that followed five more vessels would
rise from the stocks and cast off on to the lakes. These vessels participated in making soundings of the
shallow waters of Lake St. Clair which would long plague the movement of vessels north from Lake
Erie to Lake Huron."®

A thread that runs through the entire history of Great Lakes navigation is the reluctance of salt-
water sailors to take seriously the power of the inland seas. Sometime in the late 1760s, the British
schooner Gladwin was lost on Lake Huron largely because her master obstinately refused to take the
time to properly ballast the vessel. When caught in heavy weather the vessel capsized and took the
entire crew with her. James Fennimore Cooper captured this dangerous willful arrogance in his 1840
novel The Pathfinder, or The Inland Sea. Set on Lake Ontario during the French and Indian War, the
hero is the young lake pilot Jasper Western nick-named Eau Douce (freshwater) by the American
Indians. He escorts a veteran mariner from the ocean to Ontarios shores. On first glance at the lake,
the saltwater man blustered; “Just as I expected. A pond in dimensions and a scuttlebutt in taste.”
When Jasper points out that it is impossible to see from one coast of the lake to the other the mariner
says: “The coasts of the ocean have farms and cities and county-seats, and in some parts of the world,
castles and monasteries and lighthouses—ay,ay—lighthouses, in particular, on them; not one of all
which things is to be seen here...I never heard of an ocean that hadn’t more or less lighthouses on it;
whereas, hereaway there is not even a beacon.”"

The complete lack of lighthouses on Lake Ontario, let alone the Great Lakes, was remedied in 1781.
Since the early eighteenth century, the French had maintained an large limestone fortress near where
the Niagara River enters Lake Ontario. At its core was an imposing two-story, limestone structure the
French called “Maison a Machicoulis,” which later became popularly known as “the French Castle.”
The British captured the fort in 1759 after a nineteen day siege. The American Revolution should have
brought the fort into the control of the new United States, but British military authorities refused to
relinquish control of their posts along the Great Lakes. For thirteen years the British used the base
to build military alliances with Indian tribes along the young nation’s northern border. In 1781 the
British built the first Great Lakes lighthouse by constructing a beacon atop the “French Castle.” The
location was an important one for commerce because the fort was located at the end of the portage
trail around Niagara Falls and the beginning of navigation on Lake Ontario. This pioneer navigational
aid was likely illuminated by a whale oil lamp. The British were prompted to construct the beacon by

the disastrous loss of the sloop HMS Ontario, which foundered amid a Halloween night gale in 1781.
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The wreck cost the British their largest and most powerful vessel on the Great Lakes and took the
lives of 130 men. The light was maintained by the United States Army when the U.S. finally was able
to occupy the site in 1796 following the signing of the Jay’s Treaty. It went dark, however, in 1803. A
year later the British established a new lighthouse near their new fort on the Canadian side of the lake.
In 1822 Congress voted funds to reactivate the light and to construct a new wooden tower atop the
“French Castle” That lighthouse remained in service until after the Civil War.*

The Articles of Confederation government had no real sway over the Great Lakes frontier. The
leaders of this first U.S. Government, however, harbored great ambitions for the West and these were
expressed in the Ordinance of 1785, which established a system for the survey and sale of all of the
lands in the public domain. The Congress also passed in 1787 the Northwest Ordinance. This act
provided a structure of administration for the lands north and west of the Ohio River and created a
formula by which this territory would be divided into new states that could enter the federal union on
an equal basis with the original thirteen. The ordinance did much to shape the future development of
the Great Lakes region. Famously it outlawed slavery in the region and it provided the first legislation

on Great Lakes navigation. The ordinance stipulated that:

[t]he navigable waters leading to the Mississippi and St. Lawrence, and the carrying places between the same, shall
be common highways forever free, as well to the inhabitants of the said territory as to the citizens of the United
States, and those of any other States that may be admitted into the confederacy, without any tax, impost, or duty
therefor.

This key provision recognized that the Great Lakes constituted an interconnected system of
waterways in which all states of the Union and all U.S. citizens had a stake.!

The occupation of the Great Lakes forts by the United States in 1796 was the true beginning
of U.S.navigation on the lakes. Fort Niagara, Detroit, and Fort Mackinac became outposts for the
projection of United States power into the region and bases from which merchants could enter the
regions bustling fur trade. The United States built two vessels for public use on the Upper Great
Lakes—the brig Adams and the much smaller sloop Tracy. A third ship the Oneida was operated
below the falls on Lake Ontario. The Adams and Tracy were essential in transporting troops and
supplies to the remote outposts such as Fort Mackinac at the Straits between Lakes Michigan and
Huron and Fort Dearborn at the site of Chicago. A small number of private vessels also plied the lakes
carrying cargoes of furs or salted fish to the east and bringing back food and trade goods.?

Commerce and navigation on the Great Lakes was severely retarded by the three-way struggle
for control of the region among Great Britain, the United States, and an alliance of western Indians
that included elements of the Shawnee, Miami, Odawa, Potawatomi, and Ojibwe. The British goal
was to protect their new colony of Upper Canada (modern Ontario), by fostering the emergence

of an autonomous American Indian territory in the Great Lakes region, which was largely made up
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of Loyalists driven from their homes by the American Revolution. With some skepticism of British
reliability, the Indian leaders accepted British military aid and between 1790 and 1794 successfully
repulsed U.S. attempts to assert control of the area south of Lake Erie. In one stunning engagement in
1791, the allied tribes utterly destroyed a large portion of the United States Army, which left close to
one-thousand men dead on the battlefield. The United States did not recover until 1794 when at the
Battle of Fallen Timbers, they were able to defeat the alliance and force a series of land cessions upon
the Indians. Hostilities flared again in 1811 when a new American Indian alliance was created by
the Shawnee leader Tecumseh. It was smaller than the previous alliance but no less determined. The
U.S. entry into the War of 1812 was fueled in part by a desire to crush Tecumseh by capturing Upper
Canada and the Indian’s British base of support.”

The War of 1812 must be properly seen as a war for control of the Great Lakes region and the
most important battles of that war were fought on and near the inland seas. British ability to capture
U.S. vessels and control Lakes Michigan and Huron allowed a small number of red coats and a large
number of Indian allies to capture or destroy Fort Mackinac, Fort Dearborn (Chicago), and Detroit.
Both Britain and the U.S. created makeshift fleets to contest control of Lake Erie and Lake Ontario.
These fleets were made up on converted merchant ships and new and increasingly larger warships
constructed at shipyards on the lakes. The 1813 victory by the United States in the Battle of Lake Erie
allowed them to partly recoup their losses in the West. After that an escalating race to build larger and
more powerful fleets ensued, the Royal Navy was by far the more skilled competitor. It is fortunate
for the United States that peace came in 1815 as the British were on the verge of sending into battle
several ships-of-the-line that mounted as many as 102 cannon. The war did end on the terms of status
quo ante-bellum. The British deserted their Indian allies and the United States was able to force upon
the American Indian tribes land cession treaties and eventually in many cases treaties of removal from
the region.

The War of 1812 essentially removed the British-Indian barrier to the expansion of the U.S.
population and commerce into the Great Lakes region. It also ensured that the Great Lakes would
remain divided between two emerging nations. In the half century that followed the war, the region was
transformed from being a remote and dangerous frontier into the U.S. heartland. This transformation
was made possible by a commercial and transportation revolution in which navigational aids played

an important if unsung part.
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CHAPTER 2
A Market Revolution on the Lakes

Samuel Ward was both surprised and upset. He had just skippered the first boat from the Upper Great
Lakes through the Erie Canal to the Hudson River and finally to New York City. His vessel was a little
twenty-eight-ton schooner named the St. Clair. Ward had sailed her from Detroit to Buffalo where
he took down the vessel’s rigging and masts and then towed her up the canal with two horses he had
brought with him. Upon reaching the Hudson the vessel was re-rigged and Ward proudly sailed into
the United States greatest port city. He expected a bonus or prize of some kind. He expected to be
toasted and feasted. Instead he was presented with a bill. Ward had not calculated the toll charges
on what was a historic passage. Putting aside his disappointment, Samuel Ward did what he did
best—dickered with Gotham’s merchants to get the best deal for his cargo of potash, furs, and black
walnut. On the return trip, he took a cargo of manufactured goods, salt, and a number of passengers
at fifteen dollars a head. Back in Detroit he complained of his treatment by the people of New York,
but nonetheless counted out a six-thousand dollar profit.**

The arrival of Samuel Ward and his little schooner in New York City was the first ripple of what
would become a powerful wave of commercial traffic between the Atlantic Coast and the Great Lakes
region. Ward was emblematic of the rising tide of economic activity in the West and the growing
importance of commercial activity in the American Republic. Born in Rutland, Vermont, the son
of a Baptist preacher, Ward gained his first experience on the lakes during the War of 1812 when he
operated a small coasting vessel that carried supplies to U.S.forces along the shores of Lake Ontario.
When peace came he headed west first to Ohio and later to Lake St. Clair in the Michigan Territory.
From a log cabin home in the wilderness Ward operated a small sailing ship engaged in what was
known as the “lakeshoring trade.” Essentially, this meant that Ward sailed between Lake Michigan and
Detroit in search of cargoes, brokered deals as he went, and risked a great deal as he entered uncharted
waters. Sometimes he carried barrels of salted fish, at other times furs, and occasionally passengers.
Little schooners like the St. Clair also functioned as floating stores. From his deck he sold flour, sugar,
tea, gunpowder, and whiskey to isolated settlers. His voyages paid well enough that he was able to
expand his operations by building a small fleet of some of the earliest commercial vessels on the upper
lakes. Three new schooners slid off the stocks from his own shipyard.”

Ward, however, was not content to be a mere mariner. He was a restless Yankee who sought profit
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wherever it could be found. He planted orchards around his homestead and raised herds of cattle and
swine. When chinking the walls of his log cabin home, he discovered pure clay and shortly thereafter
erected a kiln and established a brick-making yard. He sold brick in nearby Detroit and also erected
a large brick residence that he operated as a tavern. Money flowed into his hands from his ships, his
sawmill, his shipyard, his brickyard, and his tavern. When he sailed for New York City in June of 1826,
Ward was consciously extending his web of commercial activities to an emerging national market. In
the years that followed, he invested in steamboats and railroads and eventually retired as one of the
first millionaires in the Great Lakes region.?

Captain Samuel Ward was one of thousands of American citizens in the large commercial cities of
the East and on the fringes of the western frontier who participated in a profound transformation of
their nation. When Samuel Ward was born in 1784, nearly all of the new nation’s 3.9 million inhabitants
made their living from agriculture. The bulk of their harvest was reserved for home consumption.
The limited merchant community largely focused on trading surplus U.S. agricultural produce to
the West Indies. Eighty years later, when the nation was split by a ghastly civil war, its economic life
had been vastly transformed. Most Euro-Americans still lived on farms, but the orientation of those
farms had shifted from home subsistence to trade in national and even international markets. Instead
of merely feeding their families, their harvest provided subsistence for millworkers in Manchester,
England, or Lyon, France. Instead of bartering with neighboring mid-century farmers, they dealt
with elevator operators and commission house agents. Thousands of farmers’ sons found work in
towns and growing cities that bustled with shops and factories churning out textiles, charcoal, iron,
household goods, farm machinery, wagons, and weapons. Entire new “white-collar” professions had
been created to protect patents on new inventions, to insure products being transported, or to invest
in expansive new factories, and to finance an ever expanding network of canals and railroads. The
transformed nation now produced more than two billion dollars in goods and services and exported
more than four-hundred million dollars in produce and products. Since the early 1990s, historians
have focused their attention on the dynamic period between the War of 1812 and the Civil War. The
period has been dubbed “the market revolution” because of the tremendous escalation of commercial
activity during those years and the profound impact that this growth had on the nation’s social,
cultural, and political life.””

The expansion of navigation and navigational aids played a significant role in the creation of a
national market. Historians debate whether or not the tremendous expansion of commercial activity
in the ante-bellum period constituted a “revolution” or whether it was merely an evolution of a
commitment to capitalism that was deeply engrained in the nation’s DNA. Historian Daniel Walker

Howe, for example, acknowledges the expansion of market relations during the era, but he points out
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that the defining element in the history of the era was the remarkable improvement in communication
between the diverse regions of the nation. Howe argues that there were greater improvements in
communication during the thirty years that followed the end of the second war with Britain than in
all the previous centuries. Inventions such as the telegraph and the railroad were truly revolutionary,
yet when combined with the extensive development of canals, river and harbor improvements, and
the deployment of steamboats on the nation’s inland and coastal waters, it is clear that a revolution
occurred in the movement of people, products, and the communication of information. By 1839 the
number of steamboats on the Upper Great Lakes had increased from one in 1825 to sixty-one and
there were thirteen improved Great Lakes harbors with lighthouses where ten years before there had
been none. On the lake frontier such changes were revolutionary.*®

The concept of a “communication revolution” as opposed to a largely capitalist driven “market
revolution” recognizes that governmental institutions played a profound role in the building of the
first national commercial market. The period after the War of 1812 saw an unprecedented influx of
state and federal funding into endeavors that on the surface appeared to benefit one area or region;
yet when taken altogether accelerated the movement of goods and services across the nation. Such
an aggressive role by the government in national life and economics was by no means welcomed by
all U.S. citizens. Throughout the period between 1815 and 1865, a large number—often a majority of
Americans—took their cue from Thomas Jefferson by articulating a desire for a small government
with limited resources and power. The expansion of navigation and navigational aids on the Great
Lakes has to be seen in the light of a tremendous expansion of commercial activity abetted by a
communication and market revolution amid political controversy over the proper role of government

in economic development.

The Lighthouse Act and the Ambiguous Legacy of the Founders

For the first half of the nineteenth century the task of improving navigation conditions on the
Great Lakes was beset by controversy and sectional division. The first sign of this political division
was manifested in 1789 immediately after the establishment of the federal government under the
Constitution of the United States. Only one week after the House of Representatives first met in
session, the issue of lighthouse construction stirred up sectional disagreement. It began when James
Madison of Virginia proposed a resolution to impose a tariff duty on foreign goods entering the United
States. Madison saw this action as an essential measure to raise funds for the operation of the national
government. More specifically, he argued that the duties were necessary “for support of light-houses,
hospitals for disabled seamen, and other establishments incident to commerce.” The issue, however,
soon became much more complicated as legislators sought to amend the bill to meet the needs of their

constituents. In particular, northern commercial states sought to include duties that would protect
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nascent U.S. manufacturers from more cheaply made foreign goods. Southern legislators whose states
had few manufacturing interests and relied heavily on imported goods objected. As the legislation
became more controversial, it was decided to separate out the issue of lighthouse construction from
the legislation to tax imports.*

In July 1789 Congress debated a new bill for “the Establishment and Support of Light Houses,
Beacons, and Buoys, and for authorizing the several States to provide and regulate Pilots.” The bill was
strongly backed by northeastern legislators whose states were deeply involved in maritime commerce
and whose waters presented considerable challenges for navigation. At the time, there were numerous
beacons or lighthouses along the New England coast, yet south of Chesapeake Bay, there were only two
along the southeastern shore. It was no surprise, then, when South Carolina’s Thomas Tucker objected
to the notion of federal control of lighthouses, and he proposed an amendment that would keep
lighthouses under state jurisdiction. Using rhetoric that would become all too familiar, Tucker called
federal control of lighthouses “an infringement of states’ rights.” Northern representatives countered
with a more flexible reading of the constitution by arguing that the document gave “the regulation
of commerce to Congress” and, therefore, it logically “conferred every power which was incidental
and necessary to it In the Senate, concessions were made to win southern support for the bill. These
included leaving the regulation of river and harbor pilots to the states and a specific provision for the
construction of a lighthouse in Chesapeake Bay. A late attempt was made to include a provision in
the bill for the federal government to undertake the removal of obstructions from rivers, ports, inlets,
and harbors. This provision, however, failed to win broad support and the issue of river and harbor
improvements would prove one of the most divisive in pre-Civil War America. On August 7, 1789,
President George Washington signed the Lighthouse Act into law.”

The Lighthouse Act debate revealed a fundamental problem that would impede federal action to
improve interstate navigation initiatives. The Constitution provides no specific provision for federal
aid for internal improvement projects. In fact, a close reading of the Constitutional Convention
proceedings indicates clear-cut opposition to such an idea. Early in the proceedings, Benjamin
Franklin and James Madison proposed provisions that would specifically empower the United States
government to build roads, canals, and other improvements “to secure easy communication between
the States” However, their motion was defeated by a sectional vote. On that occasion, it was New
England that saw no need for canals and roads, and it was Southern states that wanted better access
to the West. Fortunately, that vote did not settle the issue. This was because some of the new nation’s
most important political figures were strong supporters of an enhanced system of interstate commerce

and communication.’!
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As Madison’s support for the Lighthouse Bill suggests, the legislator did not give up his support for
internal improvements because there was no specific constitutional authority for such action. In the
Federalist No.14, he argued that “intercourse throughout the nation” aided by “new improvements”
was critical to holding a large and geographically diverse nation together. As president he called on
Congress to create “a general system of internal communication and conveyance” and specifically
pointed to proposals for major navigation improvements such as a canal between the Hudson River
and the Great Lakes. Yet when the time came to offer federal support for the Erie Canal, Madison
balked. Thomas Jefferson in his messages to Congress also cited the benefit to national unity from
improved transportation, but reflecting his adherence to a strict interpretation of the Constitution, he
also called for a “corresponding amendment” before action was taken to build canals or to improve
waterways. The foremost of the “founding fathers,” George Washington, was a vigorous advocate for
navigational improvements. He had been deeply involved in efforts to drain Virginia’s Dismal Swamp
and to improve the upper Potomac River so that it might serve as a commercial connection to the
Ohio River Valley. In his 1796 Farewell Address to the nation, he warned them against “Geographic
discriminations—Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western—whence designing men may
endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real difference of local interests and views.” The key to
avoiding this problem, he suggested, was “the progressive improvement of interior communications
by land and water.” Thus the founders gave to the new nation a belief that internal improvements were
critical to national unity, yet they had provided a Constitution in which the legality of federal support
for such a program was at best ambiguous.*

The erection and maintenance of lighthouses along the nation’s Atlantic Coast was an early and
important exercise in state building. Under the authority of the Lighthouse Act, Congress voted to
expand the handful of colonial era beacons it had inherited into a truly national system of navigational
aids. Where most colonial era lighthouses were erected to guide vessels to a particular port, the beacons
of the new republic erected at Bald Head, North Carolina, Montauk Point, New York, and Cape Henry,
Virginia, were coastal lights located to aid trade between states and other nations. They represented
the national government’s pursuit for the general good. The lighthouses were located at sites remote
from existing population centers. Building and maintaining a light at such locations exceeded the
capability of the local communities or colonies that had erected earlier beacons. To international
shipping, the beacons became obvious symbols of U.S. national sovereignty. To American citizens

they were a sign of the credibility and stability of the new republic created by the Constitution.*

The First Lighthouses on the Great Lakes
Although the Lighthouse Act granted the federal government responsibility for lighthouse maintenance

and construction, no action was taken on the Great Lakes until 1811. In that year Congress authorized
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the construction of two lighthouses at strategic locations along the Lake Erie shore. Where Buffalo
River entered the Lake Erie a town had developed with much loftier aspirations than its low collection
of log cabins would have seemed to warrant. Yet federal officials deemed the settlement was the
appropriate place to locate a navigational aid that would guide vessels to the head of the lake. A
second lighthouse was approved for the mouth of Erie Bay on the Pennsylvania shore of the lake. The
site where a narrow peninsula jutted out into the lake, like a broad semicircle, offered the promise of
a sheltered anchorage. Unfortunately, a sand bar partly blocked its mouth. Nonetheless, a number of
merchant schooners operated out of the bay. When war broke-out with Great Britain one of those
schooner men, Daniel Dobbins, traveled to Washington, D.C., to impress upon the government the
strategic value of the site. His mission was responsible for Erie Bay being selected as the site where
Commodore Oliver Hazzard Perry built the bulk of the fleet that won the United States’ mastery over
Lake Erie’s waters in the Battle of Lake Erie in 1813. The danger of enemy action, however, prevented
either lighthouse from being constructed until the war was over.**

It was not until 1818 that these two lighthouses were actually erected. It is impossible to say whether
it was the Erie light or the Buffalo light that had the privilege of being the first U.S. Great Lakes
navigation aid and so the two have been forced to share the honor. They also shared the fate of many
other pioneers in that being first did not make them particularly successful. The Buffalo lighthouse
was a conical stone tower a mere thirty feet in height. The keeper’s house was likely a log cabin. The
weak beam of the light together with its low height soon drew the complaints of mariners. When the
Erie Canal was completed, these objections were joined in chorus by canal boat operators who could
not even see the light. In 1826 Congress ordered that a replacement be built. The Erie Bay light was lit
in November 1818. It was a twenty-foot high square stone tower. The light had a serious design flaw.
It was erected on unstable ground and over time it began to settle at a dangerous angle. In spite of this
problem, it did remain in service longer than the first Buffalo light. It was not replaced until 1858.%

By the time the first two Lake Erie Lighthouses were constructed in 1818, there were more than
twenty commercial vessels operating out of makeshift ports on the U.S. shore line. That year the first
steam powered vessel was launched on the upper lakes. Walk-in-the- Water was a 138-foot long craft
with huge paddlewheels mounted amid ship. In her three years in service she proved very successful.
Yet in 1821 the hazards of early lake navigation claimed her. As she neared the end of a trip from
Detroit to Black Rock, New York, Walk-in-the- Water was beset by a gale. In vain her master looked for
the beacon from the Buffalo lighthouse by which he might have been able to guide the vessel into the
safety of Buffalo Creek. Instead, they were driven by the waves upon the beach in front of the lighthouse.
The crew was able to bring off all eighteen passengers without the loss of a life. The nearby keeper’s

house with its large fireplace provided a needed refuge for the drenched survivors. Before the storm

34].B. Mansfield, History of the Great Lakes, vol. 1, (Chicago: ].H. Beers, 1899), 364; Larry and Patricia Wright, Great Lakes Lighthouse Encyclopedia (Erin,
Ontario: Boston Mills Press, 2011), 91, 101; Robert D. Ilisevich, Daniel Dobbins Frontier Merchant (Erie, Penn.: Erie Historical Society, 1993), 1-25.

35 Larry and Patricia Wright, Great Lakes Lighthouse Encyclopedia (Erin, Ontario: Boston Mills Press, 2011), 91, 101.



abated, however, the pioneering
steamboat was mortally damaged.
The first Great Lakes lighthouse
had not proven of good service to
the ship, but at least it proved useful
to the survivors. In short order the
steam engine was removed from
the wrecked vessel and installed in
a second steamer—the Superior. In
1824 a sister ship, the Henry Clay,

was constructed and between them
the two vessels offered regular ~ i . emm—— '
Figure 1. The wreck of the steamer Walk-in-the-Water with the poorly

service to the burgeoning ports of jted Buffalo Lighthouse in the background.
Lake Erie.*

A third Lake Erie lighthouse was added in 1821 on a peninsula jutting into Sandusky Bay. The
fifty-foot tower and its whale oil lamps were designed to help ships locate the superb shelter afforded
by the bay amid the islands and points that would otherwise obscure its mouth. The structure is
usually referred to as the Marblehead Lighthouse because of the later addition of other beacons for
Sandusky Bay. It takes its name from the peninsula upon which it sits and from which its limestone
was quarried. This lighthouse has proven one of the most durable American navigational aids, and it
is the oldest beacon in continuous operation on the Great Lakes.”

Lake Ontario, which was closer to the settled parts of the Union, was the busiest of the Great Lakes.
It attracted more shipping in the years before 1812 than the other four lakes combined. In the wake
of the war with Great Britain, Ontario also experienced a boom in navigation. It was upon its waters
that the first two Great Lakes steamboats operated, the Ontario on the United States side of the lake
and the Frontenac on the British side. Both were in operation by 1817. The early steamboats on the
Great Lakes were among the first such vessels to see regular service on open water. Before this time
steam vessels were seen as practical only as harbor ferries or river boats. The Ontario was actually
disabled on its maiden voyage by the swells of the open lake that lifted the paddle-wheel shaft out of
position. The Walk-in-the- Water’s ability to maintain a schedule and turn a hefty profit demonstrated
that steam power was well-suited for the Great Lakes and other open waters.*®

Lake Ontario received its first lighthouse shortly after the pioneering beacons on Lake Erie went into
service. The first light beacon location was Galloo Island near Sackets Harbor, the leading shipbuilding

port on the lake. A series of rocky reefs make the waters around the island a hazard to ships either

36 James Cooke Mills, Our Inland Seas: Their Shipping ¢~ Commerce for Three Centuries (Chicago: McClurg, 1910), 89-100.
37 Larry and Patricia Wright, Great Lakes Lighthouses Encyclopedia, 113.
38 Mills, Our Inland Seas, 100-8.
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heading for Sackets Harbor or for the entrance to the St. Lawrence River. Oswego, New York, received
its first lighthouse two years later in 1822. The twenty-foot tower was erected at the mouth of the
Oswego River near the United States Army fort. In 1822 on a bluft at Charlotte, New York, where the
Genesee River enters the lake, one of the most longlasting lighthouses on the inland seas was erected.
The twenty-two foot, octagonal limestone tower replaced a pair of makeshift lanterns that locals had
hung to guide ships. Two years later Congress approved a lighthouse for Sodus Bay where a small port
had developed just before the War of 1812 and where a Shaker community had taken root. A forty-
foot tower of split stone served mariners until 1871 when it was replaced by new tower.”

Lake Huron received its first navigation aid in 1825 when a thirty-two foot tower was erected
near the site of a United States Army garrison—Fort Gratiot. The site was a crucial one for it marked
the place at the southern end of Lake Huron where navigators had to adjust to the narrow confines
and swift flowing water of the St. Clair River. The contract for building the structure was originally
given to a Washington, D.C. favorite Winslow Lewis, who farmed it out to a subcontractor with little
concern for the quality of the construction. As a result both the tower and the keeper’s house were
in the words of an officer from the fort, “a miserable piece of workmanship.” The foundation was
inadequate, the mortar and stone were inferior, the tower was too low for vessels to see, and the site
was poorly selected on land subject to flooding and erosion. After just three years the tower collapsed.
A new properly built structure was erected in 1829. The same year that construction began on the first
Fort Gratiot lighthouse a second Lake Huron beacon was erected at the far northern end of the lake,
at Bois Blanc. The initial sixty-five foot tower was almost as poorly sited and built as the Fort Gratiot
light. In 1837, only eight years after it was first lit, the light tower collapsed. Safe navigation, however,
required an aid at this location that marked the eastern entrance to the Straits of Mackinac, the focus
of commerce on the Upper Great Lakes. A replacement was operational by 1838.%

The first lighthouse on Lake Michigan was not erected until 1831, and it suffered from the same
shabby design and construction as had bedeviled the pioneer beacons on Lakes Erie and Huron. The
site selected was Chicago where steams flowing into the Mississippi River system were only a few miles
inland. The site was, therefore, a magnet for fur traders and emigrating agriculturalists. Although
there was no harbor, lake vessels were bringing between ten-thousand and twenty-thousand new
people to the site every year. Finally, Congress approved a $5,000 appropriation for a lighthouse. The
site selected was a lot owned by the government adjacent to the Fort Dearborn army base and near the
mouth of the Chicago River. Not for the first or last time in Chicago history, an inept contractor was
selected for the job and the tower collapsed only minutes after it had been inspected and approved as
finished. A second lighthouse rose near the same place in 1832 and fortunately it proved more durable.

The port-towns of St. Joseph, Michigan, (1832) and Michigan City, Indiana, (1837) also received early

39 Todd R. Berger, Lighthouses of the Great Lakes (Minneapolis: Voyageur Press, 2002), 26; Larry and Patricia Wright, Great Lakes Lighthouse Encyclopedia,
21, 34.

40Charles K. Hyde, The Northern Lights: Lighthouses of the Upper Great Lakes (Lansing, Mich.: Two Peninsula Press, 1986), 80-81, 98 ; Larry and Patricia
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Credit: Alfred T. Andreas, History of Chicago, Vol. 1, (1884).

o
|

b

Ilr]'

R ="
"y Y - A iR 3
- T e X gr. s ¢

Figure 2. Chicago Harbor Lighthouse adjacent to Fort Dearborn.

lighthouses. It was not until 1839 that a lighthouse was placed within the critical Manitou Passage—
the route followed by most ships destined for Chicago, Michigan, or Indiana ports. In that year a
rather poorly designed lighthouse with a squat wooden tower was built to mark the southern entrance
to the passage and the site of South Manitou Island’s Crescent Bay—the finest natural harbor on Lake
Michigan.*

Lighthouses reached Lake Superior much later than the sister lakes to the south. The falls at Sault
Ste. Marie inhibited either sail or steam navigation on its cold waters. It took the development of
copper mining in the region of the Keweenaw Peninsula and on Isle Royale to catch the attention
of Congress. The first five lighthouses built on Lake Superior were designed to facilitate navigation
to and from the copper mines. In 1842 the Ojibwe were pressured into ceding their title to much of
the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Prospectors flocked to the region based on reports by Michigan
state geologist Douglas Houghton that the region was rich in mineral resources. Commercial copper
mining began in 1843 and within a year a boom was in progress. Ships were the only way to reach the

mines and the only way to move copper to the market. However, there were only two such vessels and

41Joanne Grossman and Theodore J. Karamanski, editors, Historic Lighthouses and Navigational Aids of the Illinois Shore of Lake Michigan (Chicago:
Chicago Maritime Society, 1989), 3; Alfred T. Andreas, A History of Chicago, Vol. 1, (Chicago: A.T. Andres Publisher, 1884), 239; Hyde, Northern Lights,
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one of them, the John Jacob Astor, was wrecked in a storm at Copper Harbor in 1844. In 1847 Congress
appropriated funds for two lighthouses on the lake, one at Copper Harbor another at Whitefish Point.
Yet when renowned journalist Horace Greeley made a trip to the region in 1848, the lights still were
not built. Traveling on a steamer recently portaged around the falls he was horrified by the navigational

dangers on the lake. In an editorial in the New York Tribune, he complained:

On the whole lake there is not a lighthouse nor any harbor other than such holes in the rock-bound coast as nature

has perforated. Not a dollar has been spent on them. Congress has ordered a lighthouse to be erected at Whitefish
Point and has provided the means; a Commissioner has located it; every month’s delay is virtual manslaughter; yet
the executive pays men to air uniforms at the Sault [Army garrison Fort Brady] in absurd uselessness, and leaves
the lighthouse until another season.

In 1849 the lighthouse was completed at Copper Harbor at the tip of the Keweenaw Peninsula and
near the heart of the early mines. That same year a lighthouse was finally constructed near Whitefish
Bay at the eastern end of Lake Superior. This area would eventually be known as the “graveyard of Lake
Superior” or the “shipwreck coast.” By 1848 it had already earned a reputation as a dangerous stretch
of water because of the fierce north winds that whipped up waves from across the entire expanse of
the lake and lashed the shores of the bay. Like many of the first lighthouses built on the other lakes,
these two early Superior beacons were not long in use due to construction inadequacies or problems
with siting.*?

The expansion of lighthouses along the Great Lakes reflected a national commitment to the
development of that inland maritime frontier. Unfortunately, the administration of U.S. lighthouse
expansion was deeply flawed. While the first lighthouses built by the new republic on the Atlantic
seaboard received the highest level of close scrutiny with Alexander Hamilton, Secretary of the
Treasury—himself reviewing plans for the site and the design of the tower—early Great Lakes

lighthouses were left to the administration of a small and incompetent bureaucracy.

Early Lighthouse Administration and Design

To be sure, geography played a role in the failure of many of the early Great Lakes lighthouses. The
region around Lakes Erie, Huron, and Michigan was sparsely inhabited in the 1820s, and Superior
was beyond the pale of settlement well into the 1840s. Skilled artisans were rare and supplies always
a problem. Responsibility for carrying out Congressional authorization for lighthouses rested with
the Lighthouse Bureau of the Treasury Department. Stephen Pleasonton, the Fifth Auditor of the
Treasury, functioned as the General Superintendent of Lights. He was not a maritime man nor did he
have any engineering expertise. He was a clerk and bookkeeper, and he was generally more concerned
with reducing costs than paying attention to the needs of mariners. In fairness to the man, he was

also charged with overseeing all accounts of the State Department and the Patent Office. When

42 Larry Lankton, Beyond the Boundaries: Life and Landscape at the Lake Superior Copper Mines, 1840-1875 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997),
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Northern Lights, 176 ; Jane C. Busch, Copper Country Survey Final Report and Historic Preservation Plan (Houghton, MI: Keweenaw National Historical
Park Advisory Commission, 2013), 80-86; The original keeper’s dwelling from the 1849 Copper Harbor lighthouse still stands. As of 2015 nineteen light
stations established in the copper country remain extant.



Congress legislated for a new lighthouse, Pleasanton’s bureau
let the contract, set the budget, and usually provided some
type of specifications, seemingly in the form of a drawing.
Of course, the actual construction took place far from the
seat of government. Eventually Pleasonton directed that local
collectors of customs take responsibility for supervising the
building of new lighthouses. While that would be fine in
Boston Harbor or Chesapeake Bay, there were few treasury
agents on the remote Great Lakes frontier. Hence, in many
cases, there was no supervision of the contractor’s work at
the site.*

Over and above shoddy construction, there were serious
design flaws with early Great Lakes lighthouses that became
apparent within a decade of their construction—if not sooner.
The individual beside Pleasonton who deserves blame for the
construction problems was his friend and associate Winslow Figure 3. Stephen Pleasonton Fifth

Auditor of the United States and head
Lewis. Unlike the Treasury auditor, Lewis was an experienced of ()5, [ ighthouse Administration,
mariner, a point he emphasized by styling himself “Captain 1820-1851.
Lewis.” He had the New England Yankee gift for practical invention and during the first decade of the
nineteenth century, he experimented with creating a new lighting system for navigational aids. He sought
to adapt a type of oil lamp invented in France for domestic use for use in U.S. lighthouses. In 1812
Congress was impressed enough with what he came up with to purchase his patent rights and contracted
with him to place his lights in all existing American lighthouses. Not content with this accomplishment,
the enterprising Lewis then snared a contract to supply all coastal lighthouses with whale oil for the new
lights and to inspect each one on an annual basis. Pleasonton extended Lewis’s hold over U.S. lighthouses
even further in 1820 by awarding Lewis a large percentage of the contracts for building new lighthouses.
He quickly sub contracted out most of these jobs, pocketing a fine profit and giving little thought to
the resulting lighthouse. Lewis was awarded the original contract for the miserably built Fort Gratiot
lighthouse on Lake Huron, which had to be replaced after a mere four years in service.**

Winslow Lewis’s poorly built light towers were only a small part of the problems he caused the
Lighthouse Bureau. Every lighthouse was outfitted with his lamp. The basic design of the lamp was
sound, in large part because it was the work of Frenchman Francois-Pierre Ami Argand and was
widely used in European lighthouses. Lewis’s design suffered because of the inadequate design of the

reflectors that were needed to amplify the light. In Europe, the French and English used what were
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called parabolic reflectors. Lewis saw one of these in use at Hollyhead in England and then attempted
to copy the design. In spite of the lack of true originality in his design he was awarded a federal patent.
The trouble from a navigation point of view came when he had to produce the reflectors for a large
number of lighthouses. The key to a parabolic form is that it must be curved inward in such a way as
to focus the light source to maximum effect. Lewis could not produce reflectors of the proper shape.
Critics of his system complained the reflectors had a “wash basin” shape, unlike a parabolic form (such
as a modern satellite dish) and, hence, American lighthouses projected a very weak beam. Lewis’s
reflectors were made even worse because of the thin sheets of metal he used, which became misshapen
over time, and his stingy veneer of sliver would quickly wear off. Sailors who visited European waters
noted the difference and complaints by the hundreds were sent to Congress. Yet no action was taken.*

Lewis’s inferior lighting system was the standard in American lighthouses for forty years, in part
because of his cozy relationship with auditor Pleasonton. The basic inattention to proper engineering
was also seen in the height of light towers erected during the first half of the nineteenth-century. In
Europe, where the input of both engineers and mariners was incorporated into the design, it was
noted that on coastlines with a high elevation a lighthouse need not be very tall since topography
made the light visible from far out to sea. Where the coast line was low lying, however, as it was along
so much of the Great Lakes shore, it was essential to build tall light towers to ensure that ships could
see the light from a considerable distance. In 1810, for example, the British erected the Bell Rock
Lighthouse. It was an impressive feat of engineering for the day not least because it was erected on
rocks just below the surface of the North Sea. Since the lighthouse was built at sea level, engineer
Robert Stevenson built the tower 115 feet high. This ensured that mariners could see the light from as
much as thirty-five miles away. The light tower Winslow Lewis designed at Fort Gratiot was sited only
a few feet above water level, but the tower he built was only thirty-two feet high. America’s first two
Great Lakes lighthouses were even shorter. The original Buffalo lighthouse was only thirty-feet high
while the Erie light was likely only twenty-feet in height. These short comings all but ensured that
early Great Lakes lighthouses were inadequate to meet the needs of lake commerce and would have to
be replaced with new construction in short order.*

Even the short towers built in the 1820s and 1830s were an engineering challenge. Most early lights
marked immediate navigational concerns like harbor entrances and reefs.*” While some lights were
stand-alone wood towers, or wood towers attached or integral to a keeper’s quarters, most of the

early light towers were masonry, constructed of rubble or coursed stone and later, brick.*® The use
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of such a heavy material for a tall, narrow structure required two essential design features. The first
was a firm foundation. This was essential to support the massive weight of the tower. Pleasonton
usually issued specifications that called for a firm foundation; however, too often contractors chose
sites that were close to the water on ground that was soft. The 1818 lighthouse at Erie was built on an
elliptical foundation of crushed stone, mortar, and lime that was about four feet thick. The foundation
proved totally inadequate, particularly after it was discovered that quicksand lay beneath it. As a
result, the structure began to settle at a dangerous angle, which necessitated the construction of a
new tower. The Fort Gratiot lighthouse, which eventually collapsed, was built on soft ground with
only a log foundation. The foundation was highly important because of the second requirement of
early lighthouse design, thick walls. These early masonry towers were typically built in the form of a
frustum, a shape created by cutting off the top portion of a cone shaped structure.*” This addressed
the structural issue of increased weight pressing down upon the lower walls, as height increased.
Therefore, the lower walls had to be thicker in order to bear the burden. The Marblehead lighthouse
on Lake Erie, the oldest such structure on the lakes and one of the few from the 1820s that was
well-built, is twenty-five feet in diameter at its base with walls five feet thick. The foundation stands
upon solid limestone. The tower tapers upward to a diameter of twelve-feet with walls two-feet thick.
Another important factor in construction was the quality of the mortar that was used. A lack of care
in the mixing or the use of an improper binding agent would lead to a mortar that would not weather
well and in time cause the stone walls to crack and separate, which was another of the faults that
brought about the demise of the first Fort Gratiot Lighthouse.”

The early Great Lakes lighthouses were almost all fueled by whale oil, preferably sperm whale oil.
There was a notable experiment with a fuel source that was produced in the Great Lakes region. In
1829 a new lighthouse was lit at Barcelona, New York, a small port on Lake Erie between Buffalo
and Erie, Pennsylvania. The durable fieldstone tower that was built there and still stands today
was originally lit by whale oil. However, in 1830 William Hart, a local entrepreneur and inventor,
persuaded Pleasonton to have the beacon fueled by natural gas. This was an era when buildings across
the country were lit by candles or whale oil lamps, but Hart had earlier tapped natural gas deposits
around nearby Fredonia, New York, and used them to light the streets and homes of that community.
He found a natural gas spring about three-quarters of a mile from the lighthouse, capped it,and ran a
pipe to the navigational aid. The light keeper was impressed by the result. He reported that “as a light
for a lighthouse it exceeds, both in quantity and in brilliancy, anything of the kind I ever saw.” The
Barcelona lighthouse had the honor of being the first public building in the United States to be lit by
natural gas. Unfortunately, the gas supply tapped by Hart was rather small and like all gas deposits it
was destined to be exhausted. This happened in 1838 and the lighthouse was returned to whale oil.

The harbor also proved short-lived. The town went into steep decline in the 1840s and the lighthouse
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was abandoned in 1859 and sold to private owners in 1872. Natural gas was never again tried as a fuel

source for Great Lakes lighthouses.*!

Life at Frontier Lighthouses

The first lighthouse keepers on the Great Lakes often manned stations on the nation’ far frontier fringe.
Of course, from the eighteenth century into the twentieth century a remote and isolated location has
fed the romantic image of life at a light station. Yet some of the first Great Lakes lighthouses were
not only set in topographically remote locations but in borderland situations where even national
sovereignty was in question. The Fort Gratiot Lighthouse was erected only a decade after the War
of 1812 in a region solely inhabited by Anishinaabe (Ojibwe and Odawa) who had fought fiercely to
protect their homelands from U.S. control. The Bois Blanc Lighthouse at the northern extremity of
Lake Huron was built in 1829, and it was the only evidence of U.S. sovereignty in the region between
Mackinac Island and Fort Gratiot a distance of more than two-hundred miles. Lighthouse keepers
had to be exceptionally resourceful and independent.

Eber Ward, the brother of the shipping entrepreneur discussed at the start of this chapter, was
named the first keeper of the Bois Blanc lighthouse. For three years he lived there with his son who
helped him tend the light. Every month or so, a ship would stop by the lighthouse with their mail, and
occasionally a re-supply of lamp oil. Most of their time was spent harvesting wood for heating and
cooking, which they brought to the site by dog sled. In summer and fall they ensured their food source
by catching and salting barrels of whitefish and trout. A small library of historical and scientific books
allowed Ward to tutor his son. Ward tended the Bois Blanc beacon for eight years without ever being
absent from his post for a night. When his son left the island to begin a life as a mariner, Ward was
joined by a daughter. It was Emily Ward in 1837 who rescued the station’s lamps and reflectors when
a storm battered the poorly built and positioned tower. As cracks formed in the structure, she risked
her life making several trips up to the top and finished her work only moments before the structure
toppled into the lake.*

Typical of the image of bleak isolation summoned up by early Great Lakes lights is an 1840 account
of the Thunder Bay lighthouse. That year the businessman Frederick J. Starin of Montgomery County,
New York, went west on the steamboat Constellation. One spring evening as the shadows began to fall
on the lighthouse at Thunder Bay Island Starin disembarked long enough to inspect the lighthouse.
Ten years before Congress had authorized a light be placed here. The rubble stone tower was poorly
constructed, and the keeper had to fight a solitary battle using his own funds to keep it upright. Starin
apprised the stark, wind-swept scene. The station included only a conical tower, a dwelling, and a few

acres of cleared ground, presumably a garden. “The rest of it,” he wrote, “is one dense forest, and really
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a bleak, lonely, desolate place.” For the next twenty years the same could be said for the entire coast of
Lake Huron north of Saginaw Bay.”

The first lighthouse keepers on the Great Lakes came from a wide range of backgrounds. Ward
had been a farmer, a logger, an Indian trader, and was experienced in small boat navigation. His
experience in coping with frontier conditions was in stark contrast to George McDougall, the first
official keeper at Fort Gratiot. McDougall was an attorney whose only qualification for the job was his
political connections. Overweight and in poor health, he seems to have thought the posting would
be an easy sinecure with a secure annual salary. When he found that the job would entail repeated
trips up to the top of the tower to trim the lamps, refill the oil, and clean the reflectors, he hired a man
to do that part of the job, while he used his connections to supplement his income with an addition
federal office, customs collector. Other early keepers won their positions by their past services to the
government. The first keeper at the Marblehead Lighthouse on Lake Erie was a Revolutionary War
veteran who had settled nearby. After nine years on the job, he died in the cholera epidemic that swept
the West in 1832. His wife, Rachel Miller Walcott, who had already been helping with the duties of
keeper was awarded the post in her own right. She became the first female keeper on the Great Lakes.
The Barcelona Lighthouse on Lake Erie was originally staffed by a local minister. Sometimes even
men with actual maritime experience were named to the post such as Captain John Bone at Erie
lighthouse.>*

The Erie Canal

No single event, no invention, or innovation had as significant an impact on the Great Lakes region
as the building of the Erie Canal. At the start of the decade of the 1820s the Great Lakes were part of
a far northwest frontier. They were important to the nation because they were an area vulnerable to
foreign or American Indian threat but peripheral to the main thrust of the United States economy.
Westward settlement, save for Ohios Western Reserve lands that lured Connecticut Yankees to Lake
Erie, largely accelerated into the Ohio and Mississippi Valley and lands drained by their tributary
waters. Emigrants crossed over the Appalachian Mountains in Conestoga wagons to Pittsburgh
where they could purchase a flatboat to float down the Ohio River to new lands in the southern
portions of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and the newly admitted state of Missouri. In each of these states,
settlement was concentrated along the rivers. Families from the upland South followed the Tennessee
and Cumberland Rivers into the western country. They brought to the new states of the West the
individualism, cultural attitudes, political orientation, and in some cases the social institutions of the
South. Northern Illinois and Indiana, far Michigan and Wisconsin were the domain of American
Indians and fur traders. These areas had the image of being remote and that remoteness made them

unappealing to a people anxious to get ahead economically. Folklore tells of what happened when
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the town of Chicago on Lake Michigan’s cold shores tried to sell bonds to the Shawnee Town Bank,
Illinois’s first chartered bank housed in an imposing Greek revival stone edifice in far southern Illinois.
The bank’s officers sent their northern brothers packing with the taunt that no place so far removed
from the Ohio River could ever amount to anything.*

The Ohio and Mississippi Valley were the loci of western expansion because their waters provided
the means to receive manufactured goods and to ship agricultural harvests. Euro-American pioneers
may have been willing to abandon settled homes and endure the trials of building new farms and
businesses in the West, but most wanted more than a subsistence life style. They sought a chance to
prosper. To do so they had to be able to market the products of their labor. For western farmers that
meant having an affordable means of shipping agricultural produce to markets that would pay a good
price. In 1800 it cost $100 to ship a ton of grain by wagon over land for three-hundred miles. A single
barrel of flour cost $2 to ship one hundred miles, while the cost of water transport would be a mere
twenty-five cents. At best a loaded wagon could make a mere twenty miles a day. This meant that
the time and costs for overland transportation were prohibitive, particularly for such high volume
products as corn or wheat. The development of steamboats on Western waters made the rivers all
the more vital as the conduit of commerce and soon the decks of these vessels were stacked high
with sacks of grain. Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Louisville became the great ports on the Ohio River,
while St. Louis, where the Missouri, Mississippi, and Ohio Rivers join together, became a major trans-
shipment center. New Orleans, at the great river’s mouth, thrived as the outlet to the sea.*

In 1817 construction began on a canal that would unite the Hudson River with Lake Erie. The
goal was to force a water route west from New York City where nature had never intended. Yet if the
Empire State and city were to grow with the nation, a connection with the West was required. Thomas
Jefferson, the inventor and spinner of western dreams, pronounced the idea of building the world’s
longest artificial waterway “little short of madness.” His successor, James Madison, vetoed a bill that
would have provided partial federal funding for the canal. The mammoth project became New York’s
and New York’s alone. Although the cost was estimated to be more than $20,000 per mile, the state
raised the $7 million necessary for construction. The undertaking was by far the New World’s most
ambitious engineering project. A difference of five-hundred feet of elevation separated the Hudson
River and Lake Erie. This meant building eighty-three separate locks to lift the boats up and down as
needed. Nonetheless, the work was conducted expeditiously and the canal was finished in 1825 with
its official opening in 1826.””

Within two years of the Canal’s completion a revolution in western settlement was underway.

Hundreds of families from New England and New York took passage on the canal boats to Buffalo

55 James E. Davis, Frontier Illinois (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 125-23; John Drury, Old Illinois Houses (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1977), 13-14.

56 Mansfield, History of the Great Lakes, Vol.1, 186; Carol Sheriff, The Artificial River: The Erie Canal and the Paradox of Progress, 1817-1862 (New York:
Hill & Wang, 1996), 181.

57 Ronald E. Shaw, Erie Waters West: A History of the Erie Canal (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1966), 57, 87, 192.



and from there on schooners and
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country to the Ohio River frontier,
the Yankee emigrants came in large
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European immigrants from the Low painting by W.H. Bartlett.

Countries, the German states, or
Scandinavia, many of whom also traveled in multifamily groups that helped the newcomers overcome
the intimidation of an alien geography and language. These large parties of pioneers usually had a
specific destination already scouted out by an advance guard. Timothy Flint, the roving New England
minister, observed this migration. In the wake of the canal “more than half of the whole number of
immigrants now arrive in the West by water. This remark applies to nine-tenths of those that come
from Europe and the northern states” A federal official traveling the canal in 1827 was amazed by the
surge of people and economic activity along the waterway. “It is not possible for me to convey any
adequate idea of the wealth which floats upon the canal; nor the advantages which are experienced
from it by the people who live upon its borders, and those more remote settlements throughout the
entire region of the north-west.”*®

The opening of the Erie Canal was followed by a boom in lake shipping. Prior to the canal, Lake
Michigan commerce was estimated “not to exceed the cargo of five or six schooners.” Lake Erie was
only slightly busier with only forty commercial vessels. By 1833 a traveler noted that Lake Erie was a
“sea of busy commerce.” The amount of tonnage devoted to shipping increased from a few thousand
tons before the canal to 24,045 tons in 1836 and 29,995 tons just a year later. Steamers carried a large
percentage of the migrating farmers, while schooners brought to Buffalo the golden grain harvest of
the West. A skeptical Scottish traveler in 1833 was shocked by the way vessels were “literally crammed”

with people and possessions “steers, cows, horses, wagons—in short we were like the followers of an
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invading army, and every one building castles in the air” The uncomfortable Scot did not appreciate
that a new waterborne frontier was created with schooners playing the part of the storied covered
wagon of western myth. Instead, throughout the 1830s, sailing ships dropped anchor at river mouths
all along the Michigan and Wisconsin shores. Livestock was thrown overboard to swim ashore while
husbands and crew members waded to land with wives or children carefully balanced upon their
shoulders. If the vessel had a small boat or captain’s yawl, a more dignified landing could be afforded
the women. What is clear from the manner in which towns were founded like Racine and Milwaukee
in Wisconsin or St. Joseph and Grand Haven in Michigan, is that it was ships that carried the settlers
hundreds of miles into the wilderness, and it was ships that gave them the commercial connection to
the outside world that allowed them first to survive and then to thrive.”

The Yankee and northern European settlers who flocked to the West via the Erie Canal brought
with them what some historians have called “a culture of progress.” This notion was a fusion of the
Republicanism of the American Revolution, the religious legacy of Puritan New England, and the
personal ambition of a people unfettered by Old World traditions. This vision manifested itself in the
belief that they had a responsibility to improve the world—that could mean attacking social problems
or reshaping the physical world. “Where God left gaps in the Appalachian Mountains,” historian
Carol Sherift has written, “He intended humans to create their own rivers” Making the world a
more prosperous place for themselves and their fellow citizens was the responsibility of virtuous
Republicans. Where the task was too great for an individual, then it should fall to the government
for the commonweal. These ideals, validated by the fantastic success of the Erie Canal, became deeply
rooted in the political attitudes of the people taking ships to new homes in the Great Lakes states. It
was the root of a conflict that would grow between the South and the new Northwest over the proper
role of government in American economic development.®

What some people regarded as a “culture of progress” could look to others as crass avarice. Margaret
Fuller, a gifted writer and literary critic, was herself a daughter of New England, yet she lamented the
spirit of acquisitiveness that dominated her fellow citizens. In 1843 she took passage on a steamer
from Buffalo to Chicago. “The people on the boat were almost all New Englanders, seeking their
fortunes.” As she got to know her fellow passengers, she was struck by the degree to which they were
motivated by material gain and seemed not to appreciate the history-making adventure before them.
“It grieved me to hear these immigrants, who were to be fathers of a new race, all, from the old man
down to the little girl, talking not of what they should do, but of what they should get in the new
scene” She lamented; “It was to them a prospect, not of unfolding nobler energies, but of more ease

and larger accumulation.” This was the negative stereotype of the “Yankee” and one that would later
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loom large in the sectional conflict.”!

A Safe Harbor: Federal Support for Great Lakes Settlement

The Erie Canal was an outstanding example of what government action, in that case state government
action, could do to stimulate economic activity in the largely undeveloped interior of the new United
States. It was, however, by no means the first such intervention. More than perhaps any other region
of the country the Great Lakes region had been the beneficiary of publicly supported, particularly
federally supported, development. These actions took the form of critical interventions in the realm
of military, diplomatic, economic, and navigational affairs.

When George Washington was sworn in as the first president under the 1789 constitution, the most
daunting of his many challenges lay along the Great Lakes frontier. Not only was this area illegally
occupied by the military forces of Great Britain, those foreign troops supported the independence of
a powerful alliance of Great Lakes American and Canadian tribes determined to oppose United States
sovereignty in the region. Nor did the new republic’s policy toward the Indigenous people do anything
to inspire their trust. In 1791 the seriousness of this threat was demonstrated when the Indigenous
alliance destroyed in battle the bulk of the United States Army. The sting of this humiliation forced
Washington into a sustained commitment to win back and secure this endangered frontier. United
States victory in the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794, Jay’s Treaty with England, and the Treaty of
Greenville (1795) with the American Indians removed the immediate danger and opened the way
for United States military presence on the Great Lakes. Early forts were established at Detroit and
Michilimackinac in 1796 and Chicago in 1803—only to be swept away by the comeback of British
and American Indian forces at the start of the War of 1812. The end of that conflict led to reopening
of those forts and the establishment of new garrisons at Saginaw Bay (Fort Gratiot, 1814), Green
Bay (Fort Howard, 1816), and at Sault Ste. Marie on Lake Superior (Fort Brady, 1822). The primary
function of these forts was to provide security for American merchants and settlers, but the garrisons
did much more. As historian Francis Paul Prucha, S.]. demonstrated, they brought U.S. law into the
region, stimulated the frontier economy by supporting local business, functioned as the first post
offices, and undertook critical improvements to roads and communication. An example of the role
that military posts played in helping to stimulate economic development can be seen in the actions
of the Fort Dearborn garrison. In 1828 Major J. Fowle made the first attempt to build a harbor at the
head of Lake Michigan when he ordered his men to dig a channel through the sand bar that blocked
the mouth of the Chicago River. The effort led to a fifteen-foot deep passage from the lake into the
protected waters of the river. Unfortunately, in this case, the improvement was only temporary as
wave action shortly clogged the opening with sand once more.®*

The presence of military garrisons were the opening wedge into which a flood of invaders from

the American settler colonial state would flow and threaten the sovereignty and survival of the
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Indigenous people of the Great Lakes region. However, the ability of these native nations to work
in close alliance with one another and to receive support from the British territory made them a
formidable threat and had long retarded settlement in the region. It was only in the wake of the War
of 1812 that military resistance ceased to be a realistic option for them. Federal officials, urged on by
Euro-American settlers, forced repeated land cession treaties on the American Indians. The passage of
the Indian Removal Act in 1830 by the Andrew Jackson administration made the ethnic cleansing of
the area east of the Mississippi River national policy. At bayonet point the prairies and oak openings
of Illinois, Indiana, and southern Michigan were cleared of American Indian peoples. This action,
coming in tandem with the opening of the Erie Canal, was a powerful stimulus to the rapid spread
of Euro-American farms in the region. Commerce and navigation on the lakes expanded in response
to opportunities afforded to Euro-Americans by the federal government’s erasure of most American
Indian tribes in the region. Only the Anishinaabeg (Odawa and Ojibwe) tribes located along the
northern fringe of the lakes were able to adopt strategies that allowed them to avoid removal.®*

The rapid occupation and commodification of the lands lost by the Indigenous people was facilitated
by another critical federal government action—the rectangular system for the survey and sale of the
public domain. Authorized by the Ordinance of 1785, the public land survey system cast a precise
geometric grid over all the nation’s western lands. This was originally conceived by Thomas Jeftferson
to overcome the chaos of the metes and bounds system of erratic land survey and sale. That system had
left land titles compromised by overlapping claims and lengthy law suits. Jefferson wanted a system
that would lay the foundation for a West inhabited by yeoman farmers who could develop their land
secure from competing claims. The sale of land surveyed by the federal government would become an
important source of revenue to support the government. The federal surveys started from a baseline
laid down in eastern Ohio and proceeded West across all of the Great Lakes states. When the system
expanded into southern Illinois and Indiana, it was no small inducement for Kentucky famers, such
as Abraham Lincoln’s family, for example, to leave the uncertain land tenure of the Bluegrass State and
purchase secure federal land titles. Both small farmers and rich eastern land speculators liked the new
system. The latter also appreciated the orderliness of a system that allowed them to know what land
they were buying, where it was, and at what price.**

Military garrisons, American Indian removal, and an efficient land survey system all combined with
the Erie Canal to stimulate an immigrant flood into the Great Lakes region. Navigational aids were a
constituent part of a federal commitment to the settlement of the region. The pioneer lighthouses of
the 1820s and 1830s were the first phase of the federal commitment to improve the safety and efficacy
of shipping. In the wake of their construction came a chorus of requests for the construction of harbor

facilities on the lakes. There are only a handful of natural harbors on the Great Lakes, and those were
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often far removed from the growing towns of the region. The would-be port cities of the Great Lakes
tended to be founded where rivers entered the lakes. Buffalo lies on the Buffalo River. Cleveland was
born at the mouth of the Cuyahoga River. Toledo was founded at the mouth of the Maumee River.
Chicago is at the mouth of the Chicago River, and to the north, Milwaukee is at the mouth of the
Milwaukee River. The trouble with these locations as ports was sand bars that blocked the place where
the rivers meet the lake. If the sand bars could be cleared, the river mouths would make excellent
harbors and the commercial prospects of each of those locations would be secured. The issue of sand
bars was prevalent at scores of other smaller towns all along the lakes. Communities tried numerous
ways to overcome the problem. Temporary solutions could be achieved as the Fort Dearborn garrison
had done during high water conditions by simply digging a channel through the bar. However, the
natural movement of sand borne by lake waves would soon rebuild the barrier. Where several feet of
water flowed over the bar, other expedients were possible. One was to hitch a vessel to several teams
of oxen on the shore and have them pull the ship over the bar. Similarly, a ship could have its anchor
carried over the bar in a small boat and deposited in the harbor. The crew would then use the capstan
to pull the vessel toward the anchor and over the bar. Frontier self-sufficiency, however, could only
do so much. None of these methods were practical for regular commercial purposes and all were
dependent on special and fleeting environmental conditions.®

What was needed was engineering expertise and a considerable amount of money to fund
construction, both of which were in short supply at frontier ports. Buffalo, New York, the furthest
east of the nascent lake ports and closest to eastern financing led the way in harbor development. The
town was locked in rivalry with Black Rock, New York, for selection as the western terminus of the
Erie Canal. To beat out their rival, Buffalo citizens demonstrated considerable initiative and planned
to build a pier that would prevent sand from blocking the mouth of the Buffalo River. In 1819 they
were greatly helped by a loan from the State of New York. The project was completed by 1821 and
Buffalo was made the canal terminus. Buffalos bootstrap effort went forward because they could
secure a loan from the state, which had a vested interest in making the Erie Canal a success. Other
would-be lake ports lacked that kind of leverage and instead were reduced to sending appeals to the
federal government.®

By the early 1820s Congress was beset with appeals for help from across the country to build roads,
harbors, canals, and to clear rivers of obstacles. As the Erie Canal neared completion, the idea that
Thomas Jefterson had thought was “madness” began to look inspired and boosters scrambled to secure
federal support for similar endeavors. Politicians argued over the constitutionality of lending federal
assistance to such requests. Heirs to Thomas Jefferson’s vision of a national government of narrowly

constrained powers felt that such projects were unfair and unconstitutional because they took money
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from one state and used it to benefit another. Another faction took the opposite view. Led by Henry
Clay of Kentucky, they argued that a series of transportation projects across the country helped draw
the nation together and improved the general prosperity. This latter position won out in 1824 when
Congress passed the General Survey Act. This legislation authorized the President to order studies
to be made of roads and canals “of national importance, in commercial or military point of view, or
necessary for the transportation of the public mail.” The wording was important as the reference to
military necessity, and the public mail tied the measure to powers granted to the federal government
under the Constitution’s defense and commerce clauses. While nothing was said about harbor
improvements in the bill, President James Monroe went ahead and used the bill to authorize United
States Army engineers to conduct surveys of harbor improvements that were needed on the Great
Lakes. Erie, Pennsylvania, was one of the first sites selected and on the engineer’s recommendation
Congress allocated funds to build structures to open a deep passage into Presque Isle Bay.*’

When John Quincy Adams was sworn in as the new president in March of 1825, he intended to
use the General Survey Act as a springboard for a broad program of wise investments in the nation’s
transportation infrastructure. In his annual address to Congress, he called for a broad systematic
plan. What he got instead was an omnibus bill allotting $86,000 to twenty road, canal, river, and
harbor projects. It was not all that Adams wanted, but it temporarily broke the Congressional logjam
and funding flowed to Great Lakes harbors including Buffalo, Cleveland, and St. Joseph on far Lake

Michigan. The need was acute on all the lakes, but it was particularly frustrating on Lake Erie since
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that body of water had the most lake traffic. A traveler on the steamboat Niagara from Buffalo to
Detroit in 1828 was dismayed to find that the only way for passengers to get ashore on Lake Erie was
for them to disembark from the steamer on to small boats or scows that could get over sandbars that
obstructed harbor mouths. Passengers were “thus landed from the Niagara at Dunkirk, Erie, and
Ashtabula;” but when the steamer reached the mouth of the Cuyahoga River where there was no
Cleveland harbor it was impossible to make a landing. Strong winds had kicked up water too rough
to attempt a disembarkation via small boats. When the steamer reached its next stops at Huron and
Black River the same thing happened. Passengers for those destinations “were obliged to remain on
board, trusting to have better luck on the downward voyage.” At Cleveland, the swampy entrance to
the Cuyahoga River was both difficult to locate, and it was beset by a sand bar that prevented entrance
to a vessel even drawing as little as thirty inches in the water. As early as 1816 settlers there tried and
failed to construct works that would keep sand away from the river mouth. In 1825 the United States
Congress authorized a $5,000 dollar appropriation to build a pier six-hundred feet out into Lake Erie.
The pier was supposed to block the flow of sand along the shore and keep a deepened channel open.
The project failed and a second pier parallel to the first was built. The problem persisted until 1828
when the piers combined with channel work opened the river mouth.®

Lake Ontario had a fine natural port at its eastern end in Sacket’s Harbor. Along the southern
shore of the lake in New York State, there were few other locations so blessed. Army engineers were
called in to help lakeside towns reach their maritime potential. Where lighthouses had earlier been
built, piers and dredges were added. In 1828 a compressive survey of the lakeshore was made with a
view to determine the most promising harbor sites. Oswego, Genesee, and Sodus all received early
attention. Lake Ontario, however, had lost its lead in Inland Seas’ commerce following the opening
of the Erie Canal. Cut-off from the other lakes by Niagara Falls, it was not an important part of the
movement of people from east to west although for several decades it was able to compete in the west
to east movement of agricultural products. This later traffic was enabled by the 1828 completion of a
canal that linked Oswego with the Erie Canal and federal improvements to the town’s harbor. Lake
Ontario ports such as Sacket’s Harbor and Oswego were able to lobby successfully for more than their
share of internal improvement funds because they could play the national security card and remind
Washington how important the lake marine was in the War of 1812.%

At issue with requests for federal harbor improvements was more than economic development or
national security. The safety of crews and cargoes was the reason for navigational aids. Lighthouses
were useful in helping mariners accurately assess their position on the lake and for warning them of

some of the hazards lurking beneath the waves. Just as important, if not more so, as a safety issue the
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lighthouse showed the way to a place of refuge. This was particularly a problem on Lake Michigan.
The northern third of the lake is filled with islands and peninsulas. These land formations presented
many navigational challenges, but in a storm it was theoretically possible to find a sheltered anchorage
in which to ride out the weather. The southern portion and larger area of the lake, however, is devoid
of islands and the shoreline offers a largely uniform and low relief appearance. The normal wind
pattern is from the north or west. When a gale strikes, it has two-hundred miles of open water in
which to build ship-shattering waves. “The total absence of harbors round this southern extremity of
the lake has caused the wreck of many a vessel,” observed Charles Latrobe in 1833. He was an English
traveler who noted with unease the remains of wrecked ships along the dune-covered shore of the
lake. The cause he recognized was “the action of the storm from the northward upon such an expanse
of fresh water is tremendous; and from the base of the sand hills, and the utter solitude of this coast,
lives are seldom if ever saved.””

St. Joseph, Michigan, one of the oldest settlements along Lake Michigan, first received Congress’s
attention. An 1826 appropriation helped to increase the depth of the St. Joseph River mouth, but the
meager funding ensured that a clear a passage from the lake into the river was only temporary. By 1828
General Charles Gratiot of the Army Engineers reported to Congress that there were forty-four river
and harbor improvement projects underway on the Great Lakes. None of these projects, however,
included Chicago where makeshift efforts to create a harbor had floundered. For the hundreds of
pioneers brought by ship to the town each day, it meant the necessity of keeping an eye on the western
horizon for any sign of dark clouds. A sudden lake storm might destroy their vessel as they awaited
the small row boats and skiffs that would bring passengers and cargo across the sand bar and into
the shelter of the Chicago River. It was not until the spring of 1833 that Congress finally approved
a $25,000 appropriation to clear the sand bar and create a true harbor. That summer the schooner
Austerlitz arrived with supplies and workmen and construction began on works that would make it
possible for ships to enter the Chicago River.”!

The saga of trying to make a port out of the Chicago River reveals the tremendous challenge
faced by the government as it tried to improve navigation on the Great Lakes. In 1823 Army Major
William H. Keating warned the government that “the extent of the sand banks, which are formed
on the eastern and southern shore, by the prevailing north and northwesterly winds, will...prevent
any important work being undertaken to improve the port of Chicago.” Nonetheless, Congress had
authorized a generous land grant to the State of Illinois to stimulate the construction of a canal that
would unite Lake Michigan at Chicago with the Mississippi River system. A harbor at the terminus
of lake navigation was essential and so the army went to war with nature. Unfortunately, it could only

command a very feeble force. Laborers were scarce on the frontier, and those who were available
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Figure 6. Early attempts to force a harbor entrance through the sand bar at Chicago.

demanded double the wages paid in the East. Men skilled in the use of the forges and pile drivers
needed to construct piers were unavailable altogether. Once men were retained they had to be housed,
and even provided with bedding in this frontier location. Lumber needed for the piers was available
but only at exuberant prices that forced the Army to detail teams of men into the hinterland to
harvest and transport oak logs. Money was in short supply because the government deposited funds
in banks that were hundreds of miles away from the work site. Work began in 1833 with a $25,000
appropriation. The following year, with the work barely begun and the initial funds exhausted an
additional $38,801 was allotted. This amount was supplemented with another $32,000 in 1835. The
work continued at a snail’s pace and the project managers requested and received $40,000 in March
1837. The two piers jutting out from the mouth of the Chicago River and the dredged channel to Lake
Michigan were finally completed in 1838 after a final infusion of $30,000. By that time hundreds of
vessels were making regular use of the new harbor. Captain James Allen, who supervised the project,
warned Washington that sand was accumulating against the north pier at an alarming rate: “This
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being the only shelter for a distance of more than 300 miles...the greatest solicitation is felt for its
continued improvements and permanent security by all interested in extensive navigation on this
lake” The federal government had just invested more than $165,000 to create the first harbor on Lake
Michigan, and it was warned that more costly work would be required to keep it open. In the wake
of the Chicago experience, the federal government moved slowly to improve other harbors on lakes
Michigan and Huron.”

Projects on Lake Erie also drove home the point that harbor improvements absorbed cash like a
sponge. In 1829 an Army engineer’s survey floated the possibility of creating a much needed harbor
as a refuge at the western end of the lake. In 1830 a wooden breakwater was constructed to create a
sheltered anchorage in La Plaisance Bay. Within a year autumnal storms wrecked the structure. A
larger, stronger breakwater replaced it in 1835. Within two years it was so battered by ice and waves

that it was, in the words of an Army engineer, in “a progressive state of dilapidation.””

The Canal Craze
The example of the wildly successful Erie Canal and the boosterism of President John Quincy Adams
inspired Americans to envision a broad network of interlocking waterways. Virginians called for a
canal from the Potomac to the Ohio River while Philadelphians planned a waterway from their city
to Pittsburgh. The fact that the Appalachian Mountains stood in the way of both projects neither
dampened enthusiasm or fund raising and construction began on each. The economic calculations
behind these schemes were blinded by the dazzling chimera of the Erie Canals finances. The $7
million cost of the canal was paid off with toll fees by 1832, and canal revenues went on for many years
to fund almost the entire budget of the State of New York. Canals appeared to be surefire economic
development engines and potential money-making machines. Between 1816 and 1850 the number
of canal miles in the United States increased from about 100 miles to close to 3800 miles. Britain’s
Canadian colonies, dismayed by how New YorKk’s artificial river had diverted the commerce of the
Great Lakes from their natural channel on the St. Lawrence River, hastily built a series of canals
around the Lachine Rapids near Montreal and undertook the even more daunting task of building a
canal around Niagara Falls. The Welland Canal connecting Lake Ontario with Lake Erie opened in
1829.

Great Lakes states were particularly swept up in the current of canal mania. Ohio led the way
with two major canals. As early as 1816 Ohios governor Thomas Worthington proposed a waterway
linking Lake Erie and the Ohio River. However, it was not until the Erie Canal was a reality that Ohio

legislators approved construction. The first canal was to follow the Scioto and Muskingum River valleys
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to link Cleveland with the Ohio River. The second waterway was to connect Toledo with Cincinnati.
By 1825 more than two-thousand workmen labored on these ambitious schemes. When cost escalated
and threatened to stop construction, the federal government stepped in with a generous land grant
that provided the revenue to complete the waterways. The canals proved particularly important to
Cleveland and Toledo, who gained sizeable hinterlands in the interior of the state because of their
access to water transportation with the East Coast via the Erie Canal. The system was very much a
work in progress for many years with feeder canals added over time until the state could boast more
than one-thousand miles of artificial waterways.”

Indiana would not be outdone. It had barely achieved statehood before it dreamed up what would
become the longest canal of the era—the 468-mile Wabash and Erie Canal. The upper portion of
the waterway required the cooperation of the State of Ohio for Indiana intended to use Toledo as its
Lake Erie terminus. Out of fear of competition from its neighbor’s project Ohio dragged its feet on
approving the easiest portion of the right-of-way until 1843. The hard part of the project began in
northeastern Indiana where a channel had to be grubbed out and excavated through the hardwood
forest to the headwaters of the Wabash River. As many as five-thousand men labored on the canal at
one time. Yet progress was slow as the work stopped and started. The financing of the endeavor was
eccentric, if not fraudulent. Segments of the waterway were opened gradually, but completion was
elusive in spite of three generous federal land grants. The waterway was not fully functional between
the Ohio River and Lake Erie until 1853. The canal never yielded anywhere near enough in tolls to
pay for its cost, but it did provide important commercial stimulus to much of the interior of Indiana.”

Illinois’ venture into canal speculations had nearly as checkered a history as that of the Hoosier
State. In 1818 when Illinois applied for admission to the Union, it successfully had its boundary
adjusted thirty-one miles to the north so as to ensure that a canal connecting Lake Michigan with the
Mississippi Valley would be within its boundaries. An Illinois and Michigan Canal was a dream older
than the state itself. Boosting the state’s efforts to build the canal was Abraham Lincoln, then just a
young state legislator. He helped craft the bill that got construction started in 1836. When the national
economy crashed in 1837 and the state teetered on the edge of bankruptcy, Lincoln struggled to keep
the project alive. Construction stopped, restarted, and its planned deep cut was dropped in favor of
a more modest excavation. Finally, in 1848 the project was completed, but by that time a railroad
paralleled its right-of-way. Nonetheless, the waterway was an important conduit for the great harvests
of grain and lumber that made Chicago the metropolis of the West.”

The building of these extensions of navigation had a major impact on the economy of the Great
Lakes region. While many canal projects such as the Erie and Wabash failed to meet the unrealistic

expectations of their boosters, all of the canal projects contributed to the growth of the region. The
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mere promise of a canal attracted settlement and local investment that otherwise would have gone
elsewhere. Construction brought a flurry of economic activity and a wave of workers to the canal areas.
Federal land grants further stimulated the movement of people to the region. Finally, the completed
waterways reduced shipping costs for commercial activity and increased the value of property that lay
within a days’ travel of the right-of-way. The canals were a powerful example of the spirit of progress
that flowed west from the Erie Canal. Along with the lighthouses and harbors that were constructed
along the Great Lakes, the canals were the embodiment of a commitment by the people of the region
to join in commercial union with the developed states of the East Coast. They had moved to a frontier
region, but they had no intention to remain peripheral in economic, political, or cultural life. The
region of the country known as the remote “northwest” was making the first steps toward becoming

the nation’s “heartland”



CHAPTER 3

The Era of Bad Feelings
1839-1860

May of 1840 came in like a lion whipping up the waters of frigid Lake Michigan and devoured vessels
caught on its broad unbroken expanse. On May 1st a northeast gale drove the stout steamer Champlain
to her doom. Neither anchor line nor engines pumping for all they were worth could prevent her from
being driven ashore and smashed to pieces by the heavy surf. The daring intervention of the schooner
Minerva Smith saved all aboard the doomed steamer, although the cargo worth $10,000 was a total
loss. Elsewhere out on the lake the spring storms took a heavy toll. The steamer Governor Mason, on
her maiden voyage was driven onto a sand bar at the mouth of the Muskegon River and she caught
fire. Between the flames and the pounding waves she was a total loss with an unknown number of lives
lost. The schooners Memee, Drift, and Victory all suffered severe damage but managed to stay afloat. A
Milwaukee businessman disgusted at the losses wrote to Congress, “There has been enough property
lost within the last ten days on Lake Michigan, to have built three good harbors.” He bitterly added
“what a pity” the lost ships were not “loaded with Senators and members of Congress.””®

By 1840 people living along all of the Great Lakes were disgusted with the federal government. No
funds had been allocated for harbor improvements since 1838. Merchants in burgeoning lake towns
like Milwaukee, Racine, and Kenosha in Wisconsin and Muskegon and St. Joseph in Michigan were
being economically stymied by the lack of safe harbors. In 1840 there were forty-eight steamboats on
the Upper Great Lakes representing an investment of $2.2 million. Mariners who made their living
on those steamboats and the 250 sail vessels were particularly and colorfully vocal. One sailor later
recalled a master “who had achieved notoriety in these waters in the early days for his profanity....
expressing his fervent hope, when he had a United States Senator aboard as a passenger, that he might
run into a gale to convince the legislator of the hazards of inland navigation.” There was only one fully
developed harbor on the lower part of Lake Michigan. Even that harbor at Chicago was regarded by
sailors as “in wretched condition” with little in the way of “lights and Buoys to guide the mariner””
The “wretched condition” all across the broad northern lakes was the result of sectional politics and

antifederalist ideology. The United States government, born in 1789, began life riven by competing
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political philosophies. Federalists advocated a strong national government exercising all powers not
specifically delegated to the states of the Union. The anti-federalists opposed the idea of a national
government that dominated the states and demanded an interpretation of the Constitution that
limited the federal administration to only those powers specifically enumerated. These differences
led to the nation’s first party system, the Federalists versus the Republicans. This lasted until James
Madison left the presidency. Madison and Thomas Jeftferson had been leaders of the Republican Party.
But Madison’s retirement and a weakening of the Federalist Party organization created an opportunity
for a period of political rapprochement. From 1817-1825 President James Monroe presided over
what people at the time called the “Era of Good Feelings” as members of the competing parties came
together in a spirit of cooperation. Party divisions all but disappeared and a new spirit of nationalism
animated the federal government. The initial expansion of Great Lakes lighthouses, navigational aids,
and harbor improvements took place in this cooperative atmosphere. The administration of John
Quincy Adams continued and boldly expanded the commitment to national prosperity stimulated
by federal investments in internal improvements. Unfortunately for Adams, however, “good feelings”
among the nation’s leaders—at this point all members of the Republican Party—evaporated due to
the heated opposition of Andrew Jackson and his supporters. Jackson felt he had been cheated of the
presidency in the disputed election of 1824, and he did everything he could to undermine Adams.
He rallied support to his cause by espousing the antifederalist rhetoric of Jefferson and Madison and
opposing Adams’s internal improvement programs.*

As president, however, Andrew Jackson loved executive power too much to fully follow the
antifederalist rhetoric he espoused in opposition. He used his executive authority to build his base
of support through patronage and the careful support of internal improvements. In 1830 he made
a great show of vetoing an alleged extension of the National Road known as the Maysville Road
claiming such improvements were the province of state and local governments. Yet at the same time,
he repeatedly signed legislation that authorized harbor improvements on the Great Lakes and river-
clearing projects on the Mississippi. By doing so he greatly aided the development in those regions
and built allegiance to his newly formed Democratic Party. Jackson focused his anti-federalism on the
Bank of the United States, which he set about systematically destroying. Unfortunately, that action
and his ill-advised handling of federal financial resources caused a major national banking crisis and
widespread depression. Known as the Panic of 1837, it hit just after Jackson left office. Martin Van
Buren inherited the mess Jackson had created, although as vice president during “Old Hickory’s”
second term, he had helped to create the conditions for the five-year depression. The public certainly
blamed Van Buren for the nation’s woes, which made him desperate to bolster his position. To do so

the native New Yorker courted the support of Southerners. He did this through tarift policy and by
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slashing spending on internal improvements. Van Buren had always treated internal improvements
inconsistently, motivated by political expediency. But during his presidency, it became an article of
faith of the Democratic Party that federal support of harbor or canal projects was unconstitutional.
From 1840 until the Civil War every national Democratic Party platform included the following
language: “Resolved, That the constitution does not confer upon the general government the power
to commence and carry on, a general system of internal improvements.”® Southern support for this
was solid because a government that could aggressively develop the country’s economy might gain the
power to attack slavery in the states.

Martin Van Buren was booted from the White House in the 1840 election that featured the famous
slogan “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too.” The Whig Party, which had formed in reaction to the anti-
federalism of Jackson and Van Buren, nominated the victor in the 1811 Battle of Tippecanoe, William
Henry Harrison. Unfortunately for the Whigs, Harrison caught a serious cold at his inauguration,
and with a little help from his doctors, he was dead less than a month after taking office. Worse still
his Vice President, John Tyler of Virginia, was a former Democrat who held strong states’ rights views
and soon turned his back on the Whigs. Therefore, presidential opposition to improved navigation

continued.

Fighting the Political Current

During the 1840s congressmen from Great Lakes states were inundated with testimonials from
constituents desperate to secure aids to navigation. At the close of the 1842 shipping season, Eber
Brock Ward, who as a boy helped his father man the Bois Blanc Lighthouse on Lake Huron, wrote
to Michigan Senator William Woodbridge “on behalf of our suffering commerce” Ward first went
before the mast as a cabin boy, and he matured into a successful mariner. He was master of the steamer
Huron, a vessel owned by his uncle, Sam Ward, which he sailed between Buffalo and Chicago carrying
large numbers of immigrants bound for the prairies of the West. Writing on behalf of the “over
4,000 men employed in navigation” he complained about the “frequent distressing shipwrecks on
Lake Michigan” and the “want of a few good harbors on that lake” Ward regarded as “indispensably
necessary’ improvement at three harbors in particular, Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Joseph. In
addition to dredging, these harbors required beacon lights on their piers. “The arrivals and departures
of steamboats at Chicago the past year are upward of 480, and St. Joseph 260, besides a great number
of ships, brigs, and schooners, arriving and departing daily freighted with the agricultural products of
the most fertile portion of the United States.”®*

In referring to the agricultural products of the West, Ward was attempting to demonstrate that

the request for navigation improvements on the Great Lakes was not a local issue but one of national
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significance. In the past, national
leaders such as George Washington
and later John Adams and Henry
Clay had argued that citizens
deserved a government that was
responsive to their needs. What
they got instead under Jackson
and the Democratic Party was a
government that was beholden to
wealthy planters and which rejected
the pursuit of the public good in
favor of unleashing the pursuit of
private gain. But what ideologues
in the East did not understand was
that in the Great Lakes Region,

private interests required public

H.R. Page & Company, History of Mason, Oceania, and Manistee Counties, Michigan (1882), 51

expenditure to thrive. Eber Brock
Ward, for example, was as much
Figure 7. Eber Brock Ward. Ship Captain, ship builder, industrialist. of a capitalist as any man. In later
years, he would own the largest fleet
of ships on the lakes, become a prominent real estate investor, and one of the founders of the modern
steel industry in the United States. Yet in 1842, he was only a young man on the make. He could build
and master a ship. He could attract large numbers of immigrant passengers to embark with him. What
he could not do, however—what no individual businessman could do—was construct a harbor, build
a lighthouse, or chart shoals and reefs. Such improvements would increase the profitability of his
shipping investments and make travel safer for his passengers. Absent those improvements, he did the
Jacksonian thing and pursued his private self-interest. He operated less profitably and less safely all
the while looking to change the political dynamic that turned a blind eye to the broader public good.*

In the wake of the ascendency of the anti-improvement Democrats, Great Lakes area people and
politicians tried to make do as best they could. In 1839 Captain Thomas Jefferson Cram had been
appointed as the United States Army engineer’s “head of harbor improvements on Lake Michigan.” He
and his assistants surveyed harbors for Milwaukee, Kenosha, Manitowoc, Sheboygan, and Kewanee in
the Wisconsin Territory and Calumet in Illinois. President Van Buren, however, ensured that funding
was reduced to a rare trickle, a policy followed by John Tyler as well. In April 1840 two schooners

attempting to load cargoes at Milwaukee were driven ashore by a gale. “They now lay high upon the
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beach” editorialized the Milwaukee Sentinel, “a striking and forceful illustration of the necessity of
an appropriation for the improvement of our harbor” Just a year earlier four people drowned trying
to row out to an anchored vessel because there was no harbor. An attempt to fund improvements by
private subscriptions among Milwaukee citizens fell short of what was needed. In 1842 the town’s
newspaper, in an effort to shame the government, offered to loan the federal government the money
to begin harbor improvements. Finally, in 1843 Wisconsin’s territorial representative in Congress,
backed by editorials and petitions from Chicago to Buffalo, managed to wrangle a modest $30,000
appropriation. The town’ joy, however, was short lived. Captain Cram insisted the best he could do
with the money was improve the natural mouth of the Milwaukee River. The work allowed a ship to
enter the river, but it then had a mile of narrow, sinuous river to navigate before it could reach the
town. Such a passage was difficult for steamboats but impossible for schooners, which made up the
bulk of the lake marine. In disgust Milwaukee businessmen built a pier from the sand bar downtown
a quarter of a mile out into the lake. It allowed ships to dock near the town, but only in fair weather
conditions. Kenosha and Racine also received a modest appropriation when Milwaukee did, but little
could be accomplished in a single season of work.®*

Communities along the Upper Great Lakes resigned themselves to having to bootstrap a path to
safe navigation. Milwaukee, Racine, and Chicago all undertook independently funded and executed
projects. Between 1843 and 1851 Racine, although it was only a town of six-thousand residents, used
taxes and private donations to invest $43,000 to improve its harbor. Milwaukee wrangled a modest
$15,000 appropriation in 1851. The project was budgeted at $90,000 so the town raised an additional
$50,000 on its own to get the job started. Chicago was outraged in 1854 when four ships sank after
trying and failing to enter its “improved” harbor. The Army engineers were without funds or authority
to address the problem. The Chicago Board of Trade understood that unless the harbor was opened,
their grain exchange would soon be shuttered. They appealed to Secretary of War Jeftferson Davis to
allow the city to borrow the Army engineer’s steam dredge to clear the river mouth of sand. Davis
refused. In an act of rebellion that rankled the future Confederate leader the Chicagoans seized
the machine anyway and opened their harbor. Far to the east on Lake Ontario the same problems
prevailed. Oswego’s harbor, which had only been partially improved in the 1830s, remained marginally
functional only because private enterprise stepped up to fund necessary work. Vermillion, Ohio, long
sought a lighthouse to mark its harbor entrance. Before one was finally authorized in 1847, the town’s
mariners drove posts into the water from which they hung oil lamps. Smaller towns on the Lake
Michigan frontier despaired over ever getting federal aid. At Manitowoc, Two Rivers, and Sheboygan
in Wisconsin private piers were built out into the lake. These were commercial endeavors and both
farmers and vessel masters had to pay a hefty premium to make use of their facilities. They were useful

only in good weather, and any skipper tied up there kept a wary eye on the horizon if he wanted to
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LOWER ENTRANCE SAULT STE. MARIE CANAL.

Figure 8. Sault Ste. Marie Canal.

keep his ship from ruin.®

The collapse of federal support for internal improvements hit the development of Lake Superior
commerce particularly hard. The St. Mary’s Falls blocked the passage of vessels from Lake Huron to
the northernmost lake. A handful of small sailing ships had been moved around the falls by means
of log rollers, but this was hardly the means to unlock the region’s mineral wealth. Almost as soon
as Michigan became a state, it had attempted to set in motion the building of a canal that would
open Lake Superior to navigation by lake vessels. In March 1837 the new state legislature funded
an engineering study. With that in hand they went to Congress the following year, but failed to win
legislative support. Undaunted the state committed $25,000 to begin the canal. It also tried a new
approach to Congress, this time asking not for money but for a land grant of 100,000 acres. The
Congress had earlier made such grants to the Illinois and Michigan Canal and to the Erie and Wabash
Canal so Michigan had reason to be optimistic. It was, however, summarily rejected. Even the Senate’s
great supporter of internal improvements, Henry Clay, rejected the proposal referring to the Lake
Superior canal as “a work beyond the remotest settlements of the United States, if not in the moon.”
It was not until the 1850s that Congress could be persuaded to act. Ship owner Eber Brock Ward and
other businessmen spent the winter of 1850-51 in Washington, D.C., lobbying for federal support.
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The Michigan delegation floated a bill for a $500,000 federal appropriation only to see it scuttled by
Southern opposition. But specimens of copper and iron ore from the Upper Peninsula of Michigan
persuaded Congress to make a 750,000-acre land grant to support construction.®

While the federal land grant stimulated the Sault Ste. Marie canal project, it was carried to
completion in keeping with the Jacksonian commitment to private enterprise. The State of Michigan
hired a company made up of some of the largest New York financiers and Democratic Party insiders to
manage the excavation. In return, they would receive the entirety of the vast 750,000 acre land grant.
The effect was to turn over huge portions of the public domain to a private corporation. The investors
were able to choose whatever acres they wanted from public lands anywhere in the state. They chose
very wisely and secured most of the best pine lumber and mineral lands in the state eventually reaping
millions of dollars as their reward. Fortunately within two years, the canal was completed. The first
ship passed through the locks in June of 1855 and Lake Superior became an integral part of the Great

Lakes commercial system.¥

Evolution of Great Lakes Ships
The unimproved and frontier conditions that prevailed on the Great Lakes shaped the way ship
technology developed along the inland seas. This was particularly true of sailing ships. Early vessels
on the Great Lakes were merely copies of designs perfected on saltwater. Shipbuilders on the inland
seas adopted sloops and schooners, both fore-and-aft rigged ships the former with a single mast,
schooners with two or more masts. Both of these types of vessels were popular for coastal trading
along the Atlantic seaboard. Also put into use were brigs (a two master rigged with square sails) and
brigantines (a two-master with the fore sail square rigged and the aft sail fore-and-aft). The Niagara
that Oliver Hazzard Perry sailed to victory on Lake Erie was a brig. The hundred foot-long Ramsay
Clark built by the American Fur Company in 1836 was also an example of a brigantine. Overtime,
vessels rigged with the fore-and-aft sail proved the most popular. The reason for this was twofold.
First, fore-and-aft sails were set from a stout wooden gaff that projected from the mast parallel to the
hull. Such a sail could be set from the deck by hauling on lines. This meant that fewer people could
set this sail in a shorter amount of time than it would take to deploy a square sail, which hung from a
spar high on the mast and could only be set by sending several men aloft to work in concert. Setting
a sail or taking it in quickly was an advantage on the enclosed waters of the Great Lakes. Second, sails
set from the deck required fewer crew members, an obvious advantage from a business point of view.*
As schooners were coming to dominate the lake, marine shipbuilders along the lakes began to
tinker with their design to best meet the needs of these dangerous frontier waters. One of the most

important of these adaptations was the use of a retractable keel or drop centerboard. Keels help a vessel
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stay on course. A center board was
a portion of the keel that extended
several feet into the water giving a
vessel much greater stability. With a
center board, a small sailing vessel

could confidently set more canvas

Library of Congress, LC-D4-22489

and lean with the wind yet not risk
capsizing because the extension
under the keel balanced the weight
of tall masts. A vessel with a
centerboard was likely to sail much

faster than one with just a regular

ST e ~ keel. Large cargo vessels enhanced
Figure 9. The schooner Hattie Hutt, built in Saugatuck, Mich., 1873,  heir stability with ballast or by
wrecked 1929. carefully loading a heavy cargo.
Centerboards improved their handling by stiffening their resistance to the wind. Vessels tacking their
way up the lake would inevitably drift sideways. Centerboards substantially reduced the amount of
drift allowing a master to keep true to his intended course. Unfortunately, what made the center
board so effective in the open sea became a liability when in shallow waters of shoals, rivers, and
especially unimproved harbors. Center boards drastically increased the draft or the depth drawn by a
loaded vessel. On the eve of the American Revolution, John Schank, a Royal Navy captain, began to
experiment with a retractable centerboard that could be deployed in deep water when at sea and then
pulled up as a vessel entered a harbor. Some of his early prototypes were tested on the Great Lakes,
and by the War of 1812 the device had been perfected.*

In the early 1850s, a shipbuilder in Manitowoc, Wisconsin, used the retractable centerboard
as a key element in his clipper schooners. William Wallace Bates was among the most influential
shipbuilders in nineteenth-century America. Born in Nova Scotia and raised in Maine, he learned the
art of shipbuilding from a master of the craft, his father. He moved to the Great Lakes in 1845 and four
years later started a shipyard in Manitowoc. The town was well-positioned to tap fine stands of oak
to make stout hulls and towering pines for durable masts capable of carrying a large spread of canvas.
His clipper schooner was inspired by the famed Baltimore clippers that sailed rings around British
frigates in the War of 1812. Bates modified these ships by giving it a shallower draft and an almost
flat bottom. He kept the clipper’s sharp, sleek ends and, with the drop center board, had a vessel that
could swim in only a few feet of water but also sail close to a stift breeze. His first design, Challenge,
slid off the stocks in 1852. A year later Clipper City joined her. Both proved fast, reliable, and their
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ample holds with wide hatches made them well adapted for carrying bulk cargoes. Thus was born the
classic Great Lakes schooner that would crisscross the lakes for a half century. It was finely tuned to its
environment and economic niche. The flat bottom was well-suited to carry large cargoes into shallow
harbors while the centerboard paired with the fore-and-aft rigging aloud for fast, efficient operation.
Bates’s design received the highest possible praise from other shipbuilders on the lakes. They copied
it shamelessly.*

There was another type of sailing ship that was common, although it was pretty roughhewn in
comparison to Bates’s clippers. The scow schooner was little more than a scow equipped with a
schooner rig. Flat bottomed, boxy, with a blunt bow and stern, and vertically planked sides, these were
vessels that did not require a skilled shipwright to construct. Carpenters or coopers in new settlements
could knock one together in a few weeks. Built at Erie, Pennsylvania, the first one castoft in 1825,
after that the style spread throughout the region. Often they were a new lakeshore community’s first
venture into commerce and a critical link to the outside world. Their flat bottoms made them easy to
load with heavy bulk cargoes. That feature also made them easier to pull over a sand bar blocking a
potential harbor, or if they grounded on a shoal. Insurance underwriters were leery of them because
of their poor sailing qualities in the face of a gale on the open lake, but they served an important niche
in the Great Lakes economy into the start of the twentieth century.”!

Between the sleek clipper schooners and the homely scows were the “canalers.” These were schooners
adapted to fit the requirements of the Welland Canal that bypassed Niagara Falls through Upper
Canada’s Niagara Peninsula. The locks on the original canal were only 110 feet long, and the 1848
expansion was still limited to 150 feet. Hence ships designed to pass from Lake Erie to Lake Ontario
had a stunted appearance with small bowsprit and a snubbed taper to the stern. Canalers had a bad
reputation among men who worked lake schooners. They had a bad habit of slipping when sailing
before the wind. It was a habit that under the wrong conditions could get a sailor killed.”?

Although steamboats made wakes on Lake Ontario as early as 1816 and on the Upper lakes in 1818
with the Walk-on-the- Water, it was not until the 1830s they began to have a major impact on the region’s
burgeoning trade. By 1833 there were eleven paddle wheel vessels serving the lakes. In short order,
they took over the passenger trade. The ability of these vessels to run on something like a schedule,
not being dependent upon the whims of the wind, made them popular with families migrating west.
Compared to the cramped below decks quarters offered on sailing vessels, the steamers often had main
deck cabins, and after 1839 second tier cabins that offered fresh air, light, and easy access to the deck.
In time so-called “palace steamers” joined the vessels serving the eight-day Buffalo to Chicago route.

Opulent salons for men as well as separate spaces for women and children to relax, cabins attended by
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Figure 10. A Great Lakes propeller steamer, the United Empire.

dutiful stewards and stewardesses, and handsome dining facilities made these boats the match for the
best hotels of the day. More common were the working boats that mixed passenger service with cargo
and catered to immigrant travelers. One traveler described his fellow passengers as a “Congress of
Nations.” Looking about the upper deck he saw, “hardy country-loving Swiss; the drawling, drudging
Dutchman; the persevering, opinionated Scotchman; and the reckless, roistering Irishman, as well as
the shrewd and penetrating Yankee...tumbled in admirable confusion, person and effects.™”

Unlike the familiar steamboats in service on rivers the lake vessels had their engines amid ship and
the giant paddle-wheels were positioned one each on the starboard and port sides. After 1841 a better
propulsion method was gradually adopted, the screw propeller. Perfected by the Swedish inventor
John Ericsson, who would later win fame as the inventor of the ironclad warship the Monitor, the
development of propeller propulsion was one of the great maritime innovations. Paddlewheels would
continue to be built and used for many years. However, the propeller would eventually dominate all the
oceans of the world. This innovation was first perfected on the Great Lakes, nearly two years before it
debuted on salt water. In November 1841 a ninety-foot long sloop rigged steamer named the Vandalia
powered its way out of Oswego harbor. The new design moved the engine to the stern of the vessel and
a smoke stack projected from the deckhouse. Vandalia was well-tested on her maiden voyage by both
calm and heavy seas and she performed admirably. Within two years the first propellers made their
appearance on the upper lakes when Samson and Hercules were launched from Lake Erie shipyards.®*

Steamers shaped both the early settlement pattern of the Great Lakes region as well as its environment.

The vessels’ fire boxes devoured a tremendous quantity of wood. A steamer voyaging from Buffalo to
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Chicago would consume six-hundred cords of wood. That amount of fuel was the equivalent of ten
acres of dense forest. Every other day a vessel would be required to stop and refuel. Established ports
of call such as Cleveland, Detroit, and Mackinac Island had only limited access to the vast amount
of cordwood required by the numerous steamers. Special fuel stations were established all along the
waterways. These were sites situated so vessels could easily and safely access them, and they had to
be adjacent to large stands of timber. This led to entrepreneurs establishing isolated settlements on
the peninsulas and islands along steamship routes. In the twenty-first century, islands like Beaver
Island and South Manitou Island are among the most remote places on the Great Lakes, but in the
nineteenth century the needs of lake commerce made them some of the first areas to be settled.”

The proliferation of steamers on the inland seas by no means diminished the importance of sailing
vessels. Throughout the nineteenth century, sail maintained a critical place in marine commerce.
In 1872, for example, there were 682 steamboats plying the lakes yet 1,654 sailing ships, mostly
schooners, remained in service. The niche occupied by schooners was in transporting bulk cargo. The
overwhelming majority of the immigrants taking steamships west were destined to be prairie farmers.
They left their homes in rocky-soiled New England or the socially static Old World determined to
improve themselves economically by becoming market farmers. A golden stream of grain, beginning
as a trickle in the late 1830s and building to a flood, thereafter, flowed from their homesteads and into
the holds of Great Lakes schooners. Canals such as the Ohio and Erie, the Wabash and Erie, and the
Illinois and Michigan played a critical role diverting this flow from river towns such as St. Louis and
toward the Great Lakes-Erie Canal route.”

Another key innovation along with these artificial rivers was the grain elevator. Today there are few
more prosaic and ignored structures than the humble grain elevator. But in the nineteenth century,
they were technological marvels and the tallest, proudest structures in Chicago and Buffalo. The honor
for inventing these commodity towers goes to Buffalo. The city was the terminus of lake navigation,
and in 1842 Joseph Dart, a warehouse operator there, was being buried with sacks of grain. He needed
more storage space but harbor frontage was expensive. Moving the sacks from ship to warehouse to
canal boat was labor intensive and wasteful. Grain sacks would break and their contents would litter
the warehouse and docks. Dart devised a vertical storage system in which the grain was liberated from
the cloth bags and moved in a massive stream of individual kernels of corn or wheat. Instead of a
procession of stevedores with sacks of cereal, steam powered conveyor belts brought the grain into and
out of the elevator. Chicago’s Board of Trade refined the system further by introducing a standardized
grading system that established the quality of grain and opened a market in current as well as future
grain prices, which was the basis for today’s commodity markets. This new Great Lakes system for

marketing and transporting grain easily bested the slow laborious approach to commodities in the old

95 Thurlow Weed, “A Trip to Chicago and the Lake Harbor Convention,” Chicago River and Harbor Convention, ed. by Robert Fergus (Chicago: Robert
Fergus, 1882), 149.

96 Mansfield, History of the Great Lakes, 439; Karamanski, Schooner Passage, 59-60.

59



60

river-centered grain ports of St. Louis and New Orleans. Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio grain that once
made its way to market via the Mississippi River was now directed to the harbors on the inland seas.”

Of course, elevators could only drop their streams of grain into the hold of a ship if the ship could
be docked under its spout in a genuine harbor. This was true of Chicago and eventually Milwaukee,
Toledo, and Cleveland. It was not true of towns that failed to receive harbor funds before such
improvements were cut off by the Democratic Party. Wisconsin ports were a case in point. During the
1850s immigrants flocking to the state increased the amount of improved acreage by a whopping 260
percent. During that decade Wisconsin alone accounted for a 15 percent increase in American wheat
production. Farmers laboriously brought their harvest over unimproved roads to the closest lake port.
At Racine, Kenosha, and Sheboygan grain often had to be loaded from large elevators into bags, and
the bags then put on lighters that could ferry the grain out to the schooners where sailors then had to
place the sacks in the ships hold. To load a typical three-masted grain schooner, it took three lighters
filled with sacks. Had those vessels been able to enter a port and dock underneath an elevator, the
process would have taken a matter of minutes. So difficult was it to get Wisconsin grain to eastern
markets, that ante-bellum merchants often found it more economical to send a significant portion

of the harvest west to the Upper Mississippi frontier where the fur trade and lumbering held sway.*®

Hazards of Ante-Bellum Lake Navigation
Great Lakes shipbuilders such as William Wallace Bates designed vessels that were well-suited to
shallow, sometimes unimproved harbors while at the same time capable of moving large amounts
of grain from west to east. During the shipping season, fleets of these white-winged craft were
constantly in motion from Lake Michigan or Erie ports to Buffalo. Their return cargoes varied from
manufactured goods to bulk items such as coal. Lake Superior ports shipped copper and iron ore.
The latter was loaded directly into the holds of schooners from large ore docks that projected into the
lake. The building of the first of these ore docks at Marquette in 1859 pretty much assured schooners
of the iron ore trade because the deck cabins on steamers prevented direct access to their holds. The
steamers flourished, however, with the passenger trade. It would not be for another decade before new
specialized steamers were designed to secure their share of the trade in bulk cargoes.

The importance and financial success of lake shipping, however, did not mean the trade was not
dangerous. Too few lighthouses, the lack of effective charts, and the stoppage of harbor improvements
all contributed to numerous shipwrecks on the inland seas. Isaac Stephenson, a ship master and later

a major lumberman, argued;

Sailing a ship was not unlike blazing a way through the forest. With conditions wretched as they were the navigator
was practically without charts and the master figured his course as nearly as he could, estimating the leeway and
varying influence of the winds.
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